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Summary: In their time, political marriages are a fact of life. 

Elsa's heart is thawed and expanding; Hiccup's is broken and 
receding. Theirs is a shared life of dragons, talking snowmen, 
parchment, ink, flames, ice, steel, and blood. Through all this, love 
may yet be found. 


1 . Prologue 

**Author's Note: **I have no legal claim whatsoever to either the 
_Frozen _or the _How to Train Your Dragon_ franchises. These belong 
respectively to the Disney Corporation and Hans Christian Andersen's 
estate, and Dreamworks Animation and Cressida Cowell. Please support 
official releases and merchandise in order to subsidize further 
expansion of the existing stories. 

**Of State** 

Prologue 

The door clicked open on the third night. Three nights since she had 
commanded the snow and ice to leap off the ground and let the green 
rule in its natural time. Three nights since she'd first 
droppeda€"energy gonea€"into bed without locking her bedroom door for 
the first time in thirteen years. 

Three nights since she had truly felt relief, the freedoms of her 
flight and her dream-like palace notwithstanding. 

One bright blue eyea€"almost glowinga€"opens slightly at the turn of 
the handle. A figure in soft pink slinks in on slippered feet, making 
her way to the bed. 

"Elsa?" 


The Queen of Arendelle opens both eyes, smiling in tentative welcome. 



Anna climbs onto the mattress and settles on her knees beside her 
extraordinary sister. 


"Sleep here tonight?" 

In answer, Elsa shifts herself to her left, signaling Anna to 
gleefully crawl beneath the sheets. Giggles erupt from both 
womena€"girls , really, if youth denied is simply youth def erreda€"as 
slippers fly off, nightclothes tugged and blankets adjusted. 

(Elsa barely needs blankets, though she can stand the 
warmth . ) 

Finally, they are both situated and content, looking up at Elsa's 
white and soft blue awning, aware of each other's presence and 
breathing. They are warm (one, by her nature, more than the other) 
and safe, in what is a _home_ again, and not a castle where two 
people simply happen to live. 

"Did you mean it?" 

Elsa looks at Anna, waiting for the question to be complete. 

"About the gates? Never closing them?" Anna pauses thoughtfully, 

"Well, except at night, 'cause that's just normal, right? I mean, 
everybody closes everything at night so nobody can see them in 
theira€ | " she glances at Elsa, who would sweat regally if she ever 
did (or could), "unmentionables." 

The Queen giggles again, "Captain Heversson would quit if we did. But 
yes, no more closed gates." 

_0r doors. _ 

"Good," her little sister breathes. Her little handa€"warm and 
ruddya€"slips into Elsa ' sa€"pleasant ly cool and milk-whitea€"and 
gives a little squeeze. There's silence for a moment. 

"Kristoff loves his sled, " Anna suddenly declares, "and his new 
job." 

It was a title that was created from thin air at Anna's prodding and 
Elsa's genuine wish to thank the oversized stranger. Ennoblement had 
been ruled out; knighthood in the Order of the Golden Crocus is still 
a possibility, and Elsa has plans for a Crown Order to reward 
personal services to the monarch. What Kristoff thinks is still a 
mystery to her; the chamberlain faithfully reported that he'd asked 
about the salary, looked pleased, and then promptly left to join the 
impromptu skating party. Were titles not interesting? Her sister 
certainly is. 

"Are you sure?" 

"Yes!" Anna practically screams, so proud of keeping her promises and 
going further on them, "Its freshly lacquered, got reinforced 
runnersa€" " 

"No, I mean thea€ | " she turned her head to face her little sister, 
"the job. He's really happy?" 



"Well, " Anna turns and purses her lips, "hea€"he said something about 
how it's not a real thing, but he'll change his tune." 

Elsa scoff sa€"the iceman is not wronga€"and wonders. It's early yet, 
but of all the things to happen to Anna recently, she can't help but 
feel that the end of her first romance was among the worst. It would 
kill her if it happened again. And whatever wounds Anna cuts Elsa 
just as deeply. 

Slender arms suddenly reach out, and before Elsa can decipher their 
intentions they pull her closer in a surprisingly strong embrace. 
Anna's eyes are the color of a breach in a mass of stormclouds, and 
they reflect what moonlight penetrates Elsa's chamber. 

"He's so sweet, Elsa," she pauses, "when he isn't being gross. Or 
acting like everybody's crazy except him." 

The irony is obvious to the Queen, and she generously supposes Anna 
sees it as well. 

"He's no prince, he's got trolls and reindeer for family, and he 
doesn't like chocolate that mucha€ | " 

_Then how could he still be happy?_ 

"a€ | dance. Oh, and he thinks ice hockey should be declared a national 
sport. Kristoff's nothing like Mr. _of the Southern Islands_, " the 
last words are said with an unpracticed sneer. 

"No marriage proposals?" Half a joke. 

"No, " and Anna suddenly sounds tired, afloat on the first tides of 
sleep, "Love experts. They told Kristoff that marriage's an anchor, 
but love's the boat." 

_Trolls as love experts. __ Elsa searches her memory of that awful 
night, remembers a galaxy of sympathetic eyes and a hard but 
strangely warm hand. Yes, there's love in Arendelle's trolls. 

Anna's breathing softens, evens. She trusts her sister, trusted her 
even when Elsa thought herself a menace. There's love here too, in 
this castle, in this room. So long as there is, the cold is 
leashed . 

So long as love thaws, she has no curse. 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>She died on Tiw's Day.<p> 

Her hand had been in hisa€"light and deceptively slendera€"and there 
was a smile on her face. It was for him and no others. 

Because he'd wreck himself for the ones he loved. 

The war he left in the hands of his uncle; the tribe governed itself, 
for the most part, and he had plenty of proxies; Gobber had his own 
helpers again (and complained bitterly about it, as he'd done when 
Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III could not fit his name) . All of his 
responsibilities were tossed in the air and left to hang. He bent 



over boiling cauldrons of stew, amassed a mountain of furs that were 
piled on and off her bed, slept a few feet away, read old sagas and 
made up new ones, and retrieved every single thing she wanted. Or 
that he _thought_ she wanted. 

And on that last Tiw's Day, she looked up at him and smileda€"and he 
allowed himself to _hope_. 

She said she loved him. 

That he was a dork, but he was a _wonderful _dork. 

And it was okay to be afraid, but he'd be fine. 

_Be strong. _ 

Then she'd closed her eyes. 

_Take care of Stormfly._ 

His mother had thrown herself against him and pulled him away when 
they came to prepare her. Valka was as strong as he was, and buried 
her face in his shoulder, tightening her grip with every protest he 
made . 

_I'm fine, Mom._ 

_I ' m fine !_ 

_She'sa€"no, shea€|she'll be cold if you do that!_ 

_Stop that ! What are you doing?_ 

_She ' s going to get worse if you take her out!_ 

_No, no, there 'sa€|_ 

_There ' s nobody stronger than her ._ 

But they took her, perfumed her, and dressed her up in blue wool, 
fur, and armor. They placed her axe in her hands and it's so much 
worse because it is the same one that she carried the day she 
discovered his secret. 

The day they really _met_. 

A pyre of dry wood was stacked on a small ship. The village comes to 
mourn with him. The other tribesa€"present in the form of emissaries, 
traders, or visiting warriorsa€"came to mourn. Its evening before the 
last condolence is given and acknowledged. 

_May the Valkyries welcome you and lead you through Freya's endless 
fields 

The rites were not the same as those that saw his father away. She 
had gone in peace, in her bed. 

_May your ancestors greet you by name in acclamation, so that we may 
hear it from FA 3 lkvangr and know that you are among the loved and the 
brave . 



No one lets him lift her funeral bier. Their f riendsa€"old 
classmates, student sa€"raise her above their shoulders and he follows 
them to the docks. His eyes follow her facea€"smile long gonea€"as 
they carefully place her on the pyre. Then Gobber places a meaty hand 
on his shoulder, turning him away from the funeral ship and towards 
the village proper as ropes are untied and strong hands propel _her_ 
away from the dock, the island. 

Him . 

_For a great woman has passed: a warrior, a leader, a frienda€|_ 

He stands on a cliff, overlooking the sea. A bow is handed to him, 
followed by an arrow with its sharp head wrapped in resin-soaked 
strips. He stands there, dumbly, though he can feel the heat from a 
nearby fire pan. He looks at Gobber, at Toothless, over the gathered 
village . 

Hiccup feels small again, ashameda€"as if Stoick may appear at any 
moment and demand to know __why in Odin's name he was outside again !_ 
But his father is gone, he's a man of twenty, and he turns to face 
Astrid's drifting pyre. 

Hiccup breathes, strings the arrow, and turns its head to the flames. 
He blinks suddenly at a harsh sensation in his eyes. Through a 
peculiar haze he notes trembling hands. His head shakes and his teeth 
bite lips. Hiccup lifts his bow with a shaking breath, pulls the 
arrow taught against his shoulder, tries to remember what she taught 
him . 

a€|_a wife._ 

The haze rises again and the arrow flies. The flame arcs high over 
the cliff, the water, then dips down, accelerated by gravity towards 
the moonlit sea and _her_ pyre. He watches it drop, a single point of 
flickering brilliance that sails beyond the mast of her ship, 
dropping into the dark waters . 

Hiccup's mouth drops open with a choking gasp. 

_Nonono_a€ | 

He seizes another arrow from a horrified Gobber, and with trembling 
hands stabs it into the flames. The tears flow 
freely . 

a€ | _sostupidstupidsorryAst ridsorrysorrya€ 

Hiccup blinks _hard_ and shakes his head again. The arrow is crooked 
and as he whispers a brief prayer to Odin and whatever gods may 
listen he lets it fly. 

_. . . sorrysorrysorryiloveyousomuch ._ 

This second flame arcs high again, but falls true. The arrow pierces 
the deck, well away from the pier, but it is _there_ and Hiccup is 
half-relieved and half-broken. Other mourners step forward and light 
their weapons. He stumbles forward, places his knees on the ground as 
a volley of arrows soars. 



"Goodbye," he whispers. 


The flames spread, begin to climb the mast, eating up her pyre. Soon 
they'll reach Astrid herself. 

"Thank you." 

_For seeing what I saw._ 

_For believing in me when I couldn't. _ 

_Thank you._ 

_Thank you._ 

_I love you._ 

_Goodbye ._ 


2 . Thanatopsis 

**Author's Note:** Over 14,500 words; 22 pages, and 64 kilobytes. 

This is the longest single chapter I've ever written, and I'm not 
going to promise similar lengths for the others. 

>1 will be starting a f orum-"Matters of State" on this story, where I 
will post notes and thoughts. Questions will be answered (providing 
the answers do not spoil anything in coming chapters) and headcanon 
shall be put down, so please read and post.<br>And don't think I 
don't see you favers and followers: thank you for your interest and 
support, but _pleasepleaseplease_ review. I live in a cold state and 
reviews help keep my typing fingers warm and tapping. 

~k ~k ~k 


><p><strong>Of State<strong> 

Chapter 1 
Thanatopsis 

The wind blows in from the south, and he smells the burning before he 
can see it . 

There's the disturbingly homey smell of burning timber, the almost 
cleansing tang of melted metal, an omnipresent sulfurous whiff whose 
origins he's never been able to nail down. 

Then there's the burning flesh; _that_ can remind him far too much of 
a dinner roasting over the firepit back home. He often gives thanks 
to various gods and goddesses that this scent is frequently 
overpowered by its more pleasant company. 

Hiccup is (officially) High King of the Norse, Lord of the Dragon 
Riders ( semi-off icially) , Protector of All Civilized Nests (most 
unofficially) , and he is _tired_. Since his father died he has spent 
more time on Toothless's back then ever before; not exploring or 
discovering for its sake, but on the business of governance and 
alliance. The speed he once cultivated for sheer mutual pleasure is 



now an essential convenience for a king whose armies and fleets are 
advancing, whose subjects are uncertain and bemused, whose enemies 
are scattered and dispirited. Now that quickness takes him from 
island to ship to battlefront, at times too late and others too 
early. Behind him is a trail of secretaries, officers, and guards 
(the latter a recent innovation) , who doggedly follow him even when 
he goes beyond their sight. They know where he's going: he doesn't 
let anybody down. 

But he _does__ feel a weariness; in his head, in his heart, and in his 
stump. Hiccup wants his chair, his hearth, his housea€ | 

a€|_his wifea€|_ 

But he knows these are for later. As early as within a few days he 
can rest in his own bed, and Toothless can have his scratched up and 
constantly slagged slab of granite again. 

Today is Hiccup's victory, one that will inevitably lead to 
another . 

He sees it now, in the twilight glow. Black smoke rising from an 
almost flat collection of islets; scattered ember-like glows that are 
in reality gardens of flame that are consuming walls and longhouses; 
winking lights from blades of all kinds. Everywhere there are beasts 
with jagged wings, hostile snarls, and whooping brigands on their 
backs. His ships have swarmed into the local waters, bearing the 
insignias and symbols of a new union that dominates the northern 
waters (some, he observes, displaying signs of hasty craftsmanship or 
revision) . Many of the ships are the traditional long, low resting 
boats that had carried his ancestors in war and peace for several 
centuries. Others are the descendants of these older designs, but 
longer, wider, sleeker, with barn-like enclosures built just before 
the stern. All bear the eccentricities of the tribes and chiefs who 
built them. 

He banks to the right, turning to make a slow pass to look for a 
particular ship and its particular sail. The smoke obscures and none 
of the islets have any features that he'd consider attractive to a 
quartermaster looking to build a camp for his masters. There's a lot 
of trees but little in the way of the mountains and cliffs of his 
homeland. Hiccup has heard of places where the land is flat all the 
way to the horizon and beyond but is never sure what to call them; 
people can't agree on whether "plain" or "steppe" is the correct 
word. Whatever the term is, he's never seen one, and wonders if these 
might be similar. 

Toothless gives out the authoritative welcome hoot of the Alpha, and 
Hiccup turns his head to see Meatlug droning towards him, followed by 
the wider flaps of Barf-Belch. He raises a hand in greeting and looks 
down again, trying to find his cousin's flagship. 

A coiled Monstrous Nightmare beneath Snotlout's curled hornsa€"all in 
yellow and reda€"suddenly catches his eye. Tied to a dock that 
managed to escape immolation that had burned a small fleet, 

_Shiplout_ bears a sharp bow teethed with the shed-off claws of a 
dozen dragons, four heavy crossbows and a shelter big enough for two 
Nightmares. It is Hiccup's gift to an eager cousin, who bent his head 
down and fearlessly charged his enemies. 



People are moving down there, horned heads stepping on and off 
_Shiplout_, calling out names and orders and curses. Other clusters 
of humanity mill around further from the shore, bare headed under the 
suspicious glares of Snotlout's warriors, casting frightened glances 
at the burned remains of the Northern Alliance's last eastern 
holding . 

Toothless sweeps in low, issuing a series of barks. Dragons look 
upwards and give cries of welcome; riders look up and after a moment 
their own cheers begin to rise to Hiccup's ears. Swords and hands 
rise in salute and no officer is needed to clear a landing for Norse 
royalty. The Night Fury meets the earth again as well as can be 
expected on a recent battlefield; dancing over discarded helmets, 
broken shields, and shattered pieces of wall before his claws can 
seize the soil. He utters contentment and regards the bowed heads of 
his brethren with lordly gratitude. 

Vikings, for all their humanity, often stand on ceremony less than 
their mounts and as Hiccup reaches for his prosthetic his hand in 
intercepted by one that practically engulfs it. He looks into a pair 
of bright blue eyes and a grinning mouth that's missing a few teeth 
but won't stop moving. 

_Welcome to Dredgar!_ 

_We got them, my lord!_ 

_King Hiccup !_ 

_Long live the King!_ 

_Sign my hammer !_ 

_Sign my shield!_ 

_Sign my head! I took it off that big bastard over there !_ 

It's like finding a nest full of unusually deep voiced baby-birds 
(only worse smelling) . So many voices cheering, calling, laughing, 
boasting, and praising. Hiccup ends the rather one sided handshake to 
remove his helm, and it seems like this only excites the bloodied 
warriors even more. He gives a tired smilea€"it's the only one he has 
right nowa€"and the Vikings see it and understand. His left hand 
swings back towards his iron appendage and turns away the riding 
implement, cycling out his terrestrial foot in the same action. He 
slides off Toothless's back into a respectful clearing shaped by the 
Vikings who now regard him with glad smiles and bright, triumphant 
eyes. They're proud of themselves. Of him. 

Of what _they've_ done for _him_. 

Someone is pushing through the crowd. A lean, wiry Viking with a red 
tunic and the Hoffersons ' gold hair and headband slips past two 
exceptionally burlya€"not to say sweatya€"axmen . A*sketill, his 
brother-in-law, touches a hand to his forehead and brings it down in 
a bow, a new obeisance for a new king. 

Hiccup's response is to grip the seemingly offered forearm, "Where is 
he?" 



"This way, my lord," A*sketill responds, all formality, and turns to 
tunnel through the wall of restrained violence. Astrid's older 
brother had been established in his own household when Hiccup and 
Astrid had _met_, and they were never close. Respectful, a little 
awed by his young chief, A*sketill is competent and skillful but 
otherwise unlike his irreverent sister. 

The king and the Alpha follow, both beset by outreached hands and a 
renewed plea for the signature of a sneering severed head. He hears a 
series of loud thuds, a tired Meatlug and Barf-Belch landing with all 
the grace of a rocky landslide. 

He pauses for a moment, straining to hear Stormfly's wings working in 
the aira€| 

_Gone ._ 

a€ | then scowls briefly, now stomping after A*sketill's steady, 
unknowing gait . 

Snotlout is perched on a chest with a broken lock, watching a 
miserable chain of humanity pass by and eating a chicken leg. Behind 
him, Hookfang sprawls across the collapsed remains of a tent, 
struggling to stay awake. The saddle strapped to his back carries a 
hammer with sharp edges, and a heavy sword that is almost as long as 
Snotlout is. 

Dried blood blazes across both. 

The chicken leg rises to Snotlout 's mouth again and he tears off a 
strip of roasted meat with no relish. It's something of an 
absentminded meal. Hiccup could almost sympathize; he's had days 
where eating is as much of a function as walking across a room. He's 
too tired and focused to enjoy it. 

A*sketill approaches Hiccup's cousin to announce him, but Hiccup 
moves faster. Striding up to his appointed brigadier, the High King 
asks, "What are you eating?" 

Snotlout blinks and looks up. His face lights up without a sliver of 
shame and he stands, raising hands and poultry in greeting. 

"Hey, little cuz ! Told ya I'd kick ass." 

"What are you eating?" _Be relentless_. Hiccup doesn't want to 
discipline a commander right in front of his troops, but his concerns 
are not for Snotlout 's reputation among the ranks. 

His cousin blinks, and then looks at his half-eaten meal. Behind him, 
Hookfang has raised his head to salute Toothless, whose grunt is 
apparently a draconic version of "as you were" because the larger 
beast lowers his head again. 

"Uha€ | chicken? " Snotlout pauses, then adds: "With a little too much 
salt?" The king might be looking for specifics. 

Hiccup is fed up with the conversation already. "I gave you orders, 
_specif ically_ regarding captured foodstuffs: all of it goes to our 
freed people. That's them?" he gestured towards a suddenly stalled 
flow of men, women, and children, staring at the peculiar new fellow 



in black armor and leather. Some wave back. 


"Yeah, that's everybody," Snotlout blinks again, looks at the greasy 
bone and flesh in his hand again, glances at Hiccup, then 
laughs . 

The High King's blood suddenly rises and his hands tighten. Snotlout 
is shorter than he now, but can still bench-press the equivalent of 
four Hiccup Haddocks and a punch had better be quick and 
devastating . 

Snotlout continues to laugh and then presents the chicken. "Hiccup," 
he says through his chortles, "this is _all that's left._" 

Now it's the King's turn to blink. 

>"We overran the prison early on, " Snotlout explains, lowering the 
leg to his waist. "Another company took their stores a little after. 
Bastards tried to make a stand in the forts, much good it did them, " 
he nodded at a nearby wall that was about to collapse into cinders. 

"Drago used this place to train up his first group of slavesa€|" it 

was generally agreed among the dragon-riders that Drago Bludvist was 
no trainer, in the sense of the word, but he was a skilled enslaver 

of dragonkind, "a€|but it seems that when he started moving further 

into the archipelago this just became a waystation for recruits from 
whatever stink-bucket they crawled out of. Things fell apart, they 
tried to fortify again, buta€ | " he trailed off at Hiccup's 
expression . <p> 

"So, uh, yeah, we gave them everything anda€|well, it was like 
throwing a live chicken into a flock of starving Terrors, " Hiccup 
recalls an experiment conducted by the twins along such lines. 
"Everything is just about __gone_. I mean, there might be other 
stockpiles, but some lady gave me this; thanks for coming to help, 
she said . " 

And now Hiccup is embarrassed. His cousin would never take food out 
of a poor woman's hands; there's dimness and a little cruelty in 
Snotlout but they groan under the weight of nobility. 

By Odin's missing eye he's _tired_ and when he looks into his 
cousin's eye there's some exhaustion there too. He shouldn't have 
brought it up; let him have the damn chicken leg. 

"Never mind, sorry I brought it up, " Hiccup moves on, hoping to bury 
the topic. "Good work, _excellent_ work. The Northern Alliance is 
dead . " 

He pauses, then turns to face the wretched masses behind him. They 
are in rags, dirty, wounded, burnt, bewildered, but _alive_ and 
_his ._ 

"Our enemy is _dead_, " he tells them in a raised voice. "This place, 
right here, " he points at the patch of earth beneath his foot, "is 
all that they had left. They died with Drago, we just needed to_ push 
them over._" 

There are smiles now; someone gamely raises a cheer, but most settle 
for applause. 

_And that's fine_. If they want to cheer, they can wait a while. 



Families, villages, and tribes are waiting for them. Everyone can go 
home . 

"We've looked at the list? Accounted for every captive?" 

Hiccup turns back to the brigadier and his deputy, and their faces 
are the response. For a moment, he says nothing, stares through the 
two other Vikings, and then opens a palm, waving fingers towards 
it . 

He wants to know. 

"We're going through the list right now," Snotlout says, and nods at 
the restarted line. "In front of that line I've got two guys with 
tables and charcoal, checking everybody off before they get on the 
boats. But the thing isa€|" 

He looks into his cousin's eye. There's no pride, or 
pleasure . 

"Hiccupa€ | wea€"we counted one hundred and seventy." 

"Excuse me, sir," A*sketill interjects unhappily, "one hundred and 
seventy three." 

_One hundred and seventy three. _Hiccup looks at the line again and 
realizes just how longer, or fatter, it should be. He curses his 
blindness . 

"Where are the others?" 

Snotlout shrugs and says, "We don't know. They were loaded on some 
spare boats and taken away about two weeks ago. The rest were 
supposed to follow a few days later but they couldn't arrange the 
shipping. Probably our doing; we came in burning everything that 
wasn't ours or foreign," he paused. "Well, the right kind of foreign, 
anyway. Scouts said there were about eight Northern Alliance ships 
around here and that's the first we'd seen in _days._" 

"You have prisoners, right?" 

"Yeah, like a bajillion. I've got them corralled over there," 

Snotlout points out a somewhat-finished fortification around some 
hastily built long houses with greenish thatch. Stalking around it 
are armed warriors of the type who scowl suspiciously at boxes of 
kittens . 

Hiccup touches A*sketill's arm. "Bring me your largest man with the 
largest ax you have. Put him together with a box or something and 
send him over there. Snotlout," he turns with a scythe in his voice, 
"introduce me, would you?" 

"There was no point to thisa€"any of it. You _do_ realize that, 
right ? " 

Night has fallen, fires have been breathed into being, the first 
shipload of rescues is being readied, bags of captured food carried 
onboard . 


He paces in front of an uneven row of bound, kneeling wretches 



surrounded by narrow-eyed men with lots of sharp things. Toothless, 
sensing his displeasure with the prisoners, circles them. 
Occasionally, his huge head stretches toward a random man, displaying 
his teeth and sniffing speculatively. A rumbling, hungry sounding 
purr emanates from his throat and one fellow soils himself. 

"Drago died; I saw it myself, " Toothless passes by and Hiccup runs a 
hand over the dragon's snout. "Dragged down by his own monster, 
fleeing from a dragon perhaps a _twentieth_ its size. He must have 
lost consciousness and drowned; a kid named Halvard was fishing and 
pulled up his ugly carcass, pissed on it, _then _came to tell us. We 
tied a rock to him and sent him back to feed the fish. I've still got 
his arm; want to see it?" This last is directed at one officer whose 
face is far too composed for Hiccup's temper. 

It's a foreign countenance, flat, with a thin moustache dripping from 
its upper lip, a small nose, coarse black hair and guarded eyes. This 
man is onea€"among several thousanda€"of the reasons Hiccup has 
arrived where he is. Trickling, then flooding in behind Drago, 
bullying weaker Viking tribes into alliance or subjugation, 
mercilessly stripping their "friends" of food, water, tools, and men, 
treating women as pretty and impressively mobile pieces of furniture. 
They looted, murdered, and raped their way across the peninsula, 
citing liberation as their motivation and dragons as the sworn enemy 
of these men of ideals. 

Then their wave broke upon the rocks of Berk; and suddenly pet dogs 
turned their teeth against their owners, while the once-fearful free 
tribes rallied around Hiccup. 

But the foreigners still fought; even sought out actual allies 
instead of slaves. Hiccup's maps were cluttered with uncollected 
reckonings . 

"I've lost good men _and women_, " Bertha the Big-Boobied would never 
let him rest if he didn't remember her sex's contribution, "trying to 
get you to understand thisa€"that when Drago died, your cause died 
with him. You've lost men, and yet you keep escalating your 
suckiness. You know something? That's just made your situation here 
_worse_. " 

Something large and excitable shuffles close behind him. 

"Hiccup," Fishlegs mumbles into his ear, "someone to see you." 

The High King of the Norse whirls on his false leg to face his chief 
secretary, who makes a sideways nod to his left. The Viking A*sketill 
has sent reminds Hiccup of the rough rocky pillars that tower and 
slouch around Berk, only far more solid. 

"What is your name?" 

"Davodill, milord, " the name and style comes from someplace far 
beneath the Viking's feet. 

"Davodilla€ | " Hiccup feels a little lost. 

"Actually, its Davodill the fourth, milord," the giant smiles. "Named 
for me Pop-Pop, I was." 



"He must be very proud, " Hiccup assures him. 

"I hope so, milord," Davodill bashfully replies. 

"If not, he will be. When we're done here. I'll choose one of the 
enemy's weapons to send home with you. Present it to him." 

"An honor, milord," Davodil's black eyes brighten over a close 
cropped but thick beard. "Ifin it's not too much trouble, milord, 
could you sign it?" 

"Certainly . " 

Davodill sets down a wooden blocka€"in the firelight. Hiccup 
momentarily believes it is a stump the Viking ripped up for want of a 
useful stand-ina€"and plants the head of an ax big enough to plow 
farmland into the ground, leaning casually on the handle. Someone 
produces a bucket for Fishlegs, who sits and opens his portable 
writing slope to pull out parchment and pencils. His wife and her 
brother are already picking their way through the huddled prisoners, 
tugging away trinkets and clothing. 

Hiccup stalks to the officers, considers for a moment (not really) , 
then points to the complacent man whose face had offended him. A 
burly sentry with black curls everywhere appears instantly and grabs 
the foreigner, carrying (dragging) his burden to Davodill 's block, 
pressing the captive's face into the unfinished wood. 

Satisfied, Hiccup looks at the others. 

"Three hundred and eighty-two," he begins gravely. "That is how many 
peoplea€"men, women, and childrena€"were taken from five different 
tribes during your retreat." 

Defiant grumbling bubbles up among the prisoners. Hiccup only raises 
his voice while Ruffnut and Tuffnut become hostile in their looting, 
teaming up to pull the pants off a scrawny reprobate. 

"According to our count, two hundred and nine of those people are 
missing. You will tell us where they are or what has happened to 
them . " 

The foreigner next to Davodill bursts into laughter. "Did you hear 
that, boys? King Dragon Pampers is giving us orders! Thinks he's 
Dragoa€" " 

Hiccup makes a slicing motion with his hand. The sentry's grip 
disappears, while Davodill sweeps up his ax and cuts into wood in one 
smooth motion. 

"Is that it?" Hiccup asks while the foreigner's surprised eyes rest 
on his former comrades. "Is that why you kept going? Because 'surely 
_King Dragon Pampers_ would give up any day now'?" 

The only sound is that of Tuffnut removing a rather ornate belt he 
fancies . 

"Interesting," Hiccup rubs his chin thoughtfully, then points at a 
suddenly appalled looking fat officer whose necklace is being 
examined carefully by Ruffnut. The burly sentry cracks his fingers 



and reaches for the indicated captive. A sharp inhalation and the 
officer suddenly keels over. 

"Oh, for the love of Sif , " a boot is driven into the man's side. 
"C'mon, c'mon, it's just yer bloody head; bad form to faint in front 
of the king . " 

Ruffnut touches the man's neck, "Nah, he's dead." The necklace is 
pulled off and tucked into her pouch. 

"Well, that's just plain disrespectful, it is," the guard mutters. 
"Beggin' yer pardon. Majesty, but I'm afraid you'll have to pick 
another melon." 

Hiccup rolls his eyes and gestures towards a ragged youth, turning to 
pace again. There are some squawks from the man, which are ignored. 

He opens his mouth to address the stubborn invaders again when 
somebody shouts a word. 

"_Uttland !_" 

Nonplussed, he blinks and looks around. Ruffnut and Tuffnut shrug, 
Fishlegs looks toward Davodill, who leans against his ax and regards 
the doomed foreigner with satisfaction. 

"We sent them home, to Uttland, " the youth sputters, staring up at 
the king. "Two weeks ago. We send them back as slaves and wives, to 
get money for the cause." 

"_Shut up, Erlend, someone in the kneeling group shouts. 

"We've _lost_, you stupid bastard! And I signed up to kill dragons, 
not for any of this," Erlend snaps back. 

The sentry lets his prisoner up at Hiccup's nod. The king grabs 
Erlend' s arm and pulls him away from the rising voices of his 
outraged _former_ comrades. Fishlegs follows, clutching his little 
desk, while the twins scramble out of the group of Uttlanders, 
landing kicks and causing any sort of discomfort they can. Toothless 
slithers past all the Vikings to march beside his rider. 

The little parade ends by the immolated docks. A few foreign boats 
drift mindlessly in the small bay, one has dug itself into the mud 
beneath the shallows. Landing ships are there too, with a few sailors 
moving things off and onboard, glancing up curiously at the prisoner 
and his strange escort. 

Hiccup removes his hand and studies Erlend. Now he can see the blood 
on the chainmail and gaping holes in a coat that is too large for the 
young man. Now he sees the fright and exhaustion in Erlend' s eyes, 
and it dawns on him that perhaps today's victory is even greater than 
he first thought. 

"Where did they go?" 

"I'm not sure; I wasn't in on the decision," Erlend thinks. "They 
would probably be brought in through Radvo; biggish port, many of the 
tribes trade there anda€ | " he trails off. 


Hiccup waits. Toothless draws up behind the prisoner and rumbles deep 



within his throat. 


"It has a reputation," Erlend blurts out. "All the big slave dealers 
are there . " 

"Slave dealers," Hiccup repeats softly. "Is there a lot of them in 
Utt land? " 

"I don't know. Probably more than dentists; that's not a popular 
profession back home." 

"Tell me more." 

And Erlend does. He speaks of small squares where human merchandise 
is examined while enduring the commentary of overly-helpful dealers, 
who like pointing out the whiteness of teeth and the strength of a 
back. He talks about the muddy but long roads leading out of Radvo to 
distant villages across the frozen countryside. He explains that 
marriage contracts are held as invalid by the slavocracy; that wives 
are taken from husbands; children ripped from their mother's grasp; 
and gods help the virgin. 

Hiccup listens, his eyes only leaving Erlend' s face to ensure 
Fishlegs is keeping up. Ruffnut stands by with fresh sheets of 
paper . 

When Erlend is finished. Hiccup is still staring. He can see that 
Erlend is now even more uncomfortable, looking more like a child 
facing a disappointed mother than a warrior of the cold 
seas . 

Finally: "Did you ever have a slave?" 

No; his family's wealth extended to a few healthy yaks. Frankly, his 
father sneered at the entire practice; thought the dealers were 
feeding laziness. 

"Why did you join Drago?" 

He hadn't actually; recruiters from the Northern Alliance had passed 
through the market where he'd been working. It had sounded exciting 
and righteous (he mentioned another foreign town: Klotthas, which 
meant nothing to Hiccup.) By the time he'd set foot on one of the 
warships, Drago had been dead for perhaps two days. 

"Whose coat is that?" 

His ex-commander ' sa€" "ex" because the man had been cut to pieces in 
the battles of Widow's Peak. Erlend had survived, brought back the 
man's bodya€""Not sure why, guy was a prick"a€"and was promptly 
rewarded with a command he didn't want. 

Again, Hiccup went silent, then turned to look at his boats, whose 
sailors suddenly went in a frenzy of work. 

> "Do you know what 'parole' is, Erlend?" he says at last.<p> 

The young man blinks. "Ia€|I don't. Sorry." 

"Don't be," Hiccup replies breezily. "It wasn't the sort of word 
Drago would know or let others know. It works like this: you give me 



your weapons and solemn oath to go home quietly and leave us alone, 
and I let you go." 

Erlend stares at him. 

" Go ? " 


"Yes. Home. That is, you'd go home. But you would all have to promise 
to not try to fight us again, " Hiccup explained. After another 
moment: "Ever." 

"All?" 

"Yes. All of you," Hiccup waves in the direction of the makeshift 
prison camp. "Give me your word and you can all go home. Except for 
the officers . " 

"But, whya€" " 

The king leans forward. "Look, no offense, but I'd rather not have to 
deal with you guys any more than I have to. Mathantir is waiting; 
harvests need to be collected; breeding season is near; you know how 
it is . " 

"Yes, sir," Erlend says uncertainly. 

"So we're going to have you explain it to your people. Documents will 
be provided, with my signature and seal, " Hiccup glances over at 
Fishlegs who snatches fresh paper from Ruffnut and begins scribbling 
away. "We'll even provide the ships to carry you home. And while 
that's going on, I'm going to have you carry a message for me to your 
chieftains . " 

Erlend is dazed, but flinches when Hiccup pulls a knife out of his 
right arm-guard. The prisoner is spun by Hiccup's hand and the blade 
makes short work of the bindings around Erlend' s wrist. He is then 
pushed towards the male half of the Thorston twins. 

"Take him to the rank and file; no talking with the other commanders. 
Tell Snotlout to gather up his fleet captains and meet me 
here . " 

Tuffnut pushes Erlend so that he walks in front of the Viking, but 
the Uttlander takes only two stumbling steps before something occurs 
to him. 

"My lord, " he calls out to Hiccup, who is approaching a hopeful 
looking warrior with a decidedly unhappy face squeezed between his 
two paws, "what about the officers? You said we can all go home, 
except for the officers; what does that mean?" 

High King Hiccup pauses, then turns back. His face reveals nothing, 
but Erlend feels like he is about to regret asking. 

"We're going to give them a proper send-off." 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>The pile of state documents shifts and Elsa lifts her head to the 
window of her halted carriage. There are horses and uniforms 



everywhere, the clinking of bridles and creak of leather rising like 
a preparing orchestra. From behind the royal coach she hears the 
snorts and wooden groans of the following conveyances as they come to 
rest . <p> 

The coachman vaults down and opens her door, steps swinging out, and 
Queen Elsa I of Arendelle alights into the daylight. She almost 
immediately regrets ita€"the sun seems to be right overhead and 
filled with displeasure at her. 

There are some who jokea€"and she is unsure whether she can 
laugha€"that summer is revenging its exile on Arendelle with the high 
temperatures that keeps the town in the shadows, splashing in the 
fjord, or lined up at the lemonade carts. During her walks, she's 
caught her subjects lined up behind her to enjoy a cool breeze that 
apparently stirs up in her passage. 

The queen's procession has halted among old tall trees, pulled off 
the gravel highway that connects the capital to Elsa's northern 
provinces. Just ahead is a traila€"ruts really, dug out by several 
generations of sled runnersa€"stemming away from the road, past the 
old growth, and up the mountainside. 

A corporal of the guard approaches with a cream-colored mare. 
Snowdrop, who is fresh from the stables and has borne no burden on 
the road. Standing at attention, he presents her with the 
reins . 

"Thank you," she smiles, like her mother taught her. Like a queen 
should do. 

He gives a minute noda€"well traineda€"and stoops with joined hands 
to help his queen clamber on her horse. She settles into the 
side-saddle, sweeping back her dressa€"no frost weavings today, blue 
and white velvet, with a waistcoat and sapphire brooch, suffices. Her 
hair is in a braid that now seems inviolate. 

The trail is as clear as her thinnest ice, and Snowdrop gets the idea 
very quickly. A light escort f ormsa€"light ly armed, more for 
formality than actual protect iona€"and they begin the climb at a 
trot . 

Time passes: solid, dried earth gives way to mud. Then mud is covered 
by heavy, back pinching slush and clumpy snow, the stuff that renders 
March so ugly. Finally there's white powder and they meet the crevice 
that suddenly opens on a great sea. 

Elsa pulls on the reins to look. It's a small shock to have to narrow 
one's eyes to try and pick out the peaks on the opposite shore; she 
thinks of mountains as big and sloping, in an eternal shoving match 
with each other in the confines of their ranges, tolerating rivers 
and maybe the occasional lake but not this veritable _ocean_. 

"Your Majesty, " a sergeant says, riding up beside her; asking 
permission to speak. 

"It's beautiful, isn't it," she replies softly; permission 
given . 


"Yes, Ma'am," the sergeant nods dutifully. Then 


"Used to come up 



he 


here with my father for the fishing. Lots of trout, fat anda€"" 
glances at her face, "a€| tasty. Fried them up on the bank right 
there . " 

He points to the banka€"the only one that seems to exist on Lake 
Orno . And it is small too, for such a large body of water. Probably a 
hundred men of median size could link hands and block it off. It is 
squashed between two sudden walls of jagged stone that does not 
invite climbing. 

Small wonder there was no settlement attached to it. As it is there 
is one shelter (more like a barn) and a few stone circles marking 
fire pits. One of these has a small blaze crackling, warming a man 
stretched out a few feet away with a canteen by his side and several 
layers of blankets piled and wrapped about him. Another man, stout, 
dark-bearded and mittened, rises from a kneel beside him to stare at 
the queen's party. 

Beyond the scraps of civilization on this tiny shore is a long 
rectangular field of darkness pressed in at all sides by solid white, 
dotted by slivers of ice being wrestled out of the water by several 
burly men. Two sleds sit on the ice, tied to large and bored-looking 
animals. One is rather large, with wooden rails forming barriers to 
the slippery cargo stacked neatly in its bed. The other is small, 
large enough to carry a family and all its belongings down a whitened 
highway. A cube of ice slides into place behind a bulging rucksack 
and a pair of new but frequently used tongs falls against the fabric. 
Kristoff Bjorgman has caught sight of his queen and girlfriend's 
sister, and he unhitches Sven on his way to greet her. 

And he _has_ to greet her; Anna tells Elsa that Kristoff does not 
particularly care for people, but he's been nothing but polite to 
her. Visits to the castle, even when Anna meets him outside, 
invariably include hunting the queen down and declaring his 
presence . 

Sergeant dismounts and offers his hand to Elsa, who descends 
gracefully from her mount and makes her way to the little fire. The 
standing ice harvester (why else would anybody be here that day?) 
removes his woolen hat and bows. 

"Joakim Disling, Your Majesty," he says, "Welcome to Lake Orno." 

She acknowledges his greeting and then turns to the lying man; 
surprised brown eyes stare up at her from a circle of knit and heavy 
weave . 

"Is this man all right?" 

"Dropped a block and fell in," Kristoff says as he clumps up. Sven 
immediately makes for Elsa's hands, perhaps the only other being 
besides Anna who would willfully do so. She scratches ears and 
notices the prone man has a bulge around the ankle. 

"I wish you a swift recovery," Elsa looks at Disling. "He should be 
someplace warmer." 

"As soon as we've finished. Ma'am," Disling says and he knows it's 
not good enough so he continues: "We're partners. If we go back with 
nothing to sell, he'll lose money too. This way, at least his family 



will get by while he recovers. 


It's the truth but Elsa still doesn't like it. She gives Sven a 
parting rub and heads for the ice. Kristoff and Sergeant follow, 
while Disling watches in confusion. The other men on the ice pause in 
their work, watch Elsa glide over towards the large sled that is a 
little over half-full of ice. She studies the clear blocks for a 
moment before lifting a small white hand. A small puff of white 
leaves her fingertips, drifts over the sleigh's box and spins into a 
cloud the size of a small house. White vapor stretches towards the 
top blocks and suddenly something falls out of the magical ether: a 
six sided, sharp-edged brick with almost no opaqueness within itself, 
landing on the lake's offerings with splendid alignment and a _smack_ 
that causes no cracks. Frozen dust shoots up and finds no resting 
place before another block lands next to the first, swiftly joined by 
yet another at its side. 

The other ice harvesters stand, some rising from a crouch by the open 
water, watching their inventory increase ever three seconds (Disling 
pulls out a scratched and faded pocket watch for the sake of accuracy 
at the bar later.) Mouths are open, one pair of tongs falls to the 
ice, but when Elsa glances over there's no _fear_ and she keeps at 
her work. 

The partnership's sleigh is full within a minute, and the 
queena€"spying it and making a snap decisiona€"waves her cloud over 
to Kristoff 's, where it proceeds to double his take for the day. 
Finally she spreads the fingers of her hand and swings it over her 
shoulder, as if releasing something quickly, and the cloud dissipates 
into a brief shower of snow flakes. 

Queen Elsa turns to the icemen. "Your sled is full. Master Disling. 
It's time to give all your attentions to your partner." 

"Yes, Ma'am," Disling says with satisfied delight, and begins barking 
orders for a hasty departure. Tongs, saws, forks, and axes are tied 
up in bundles, strapped onto the side of the sleigh, while one man 
lays down a bed of sticks on top of the ice blocks. Disling mounts 
the driver's bench and orders the horses forward, gaining the shore 
and stopping beside his fallen partner. The injured man is gently but 
rapidly picked upa€"he had been placed on some sort of plain but 
sturdy stretchera€"and placed on top of the stick-bed, separating him 
from the ice's chill. The horses are moving again, the ice harvesters 
give deep nods (in place of bows) from their perches on the sled to 
the queen, wave to Kristoff and disappear down the trail they had 
cultivated for so long. 

Now the queen and Kristoff are alone, except for guards, horses, and 
Sven . 

Or, perhaps, one might say there is the Queen's Majesty and 
Kristoff . 

And Sven. 

"I hope I did not overstep anything," Elsa began, with the royal 
grace . 

"Nah, don't worry about it," Kristoff replied, with the peasant's 
crudeness. "Worst that might happen is their customers might get 



ideas about speediness, but that won't last long." 

"So if they want it faster, you woulda€|?" 

"Tell them they'll get it when it comes," Kristoff says with the air 
of a final verdict. 

It's a side Elsa doesn't believe Anna's ever seen, that of a merchant 
with goods to sell and contempt for his buyers. She's heard about it 
from Kai, who offers Kristoff small beers during deliveries, and who 
isn't unsympathetic to the ice harvester. 

_He doesn't haggle with us and delivers faithfully and honestly. 
Ma'am, which is more than I can say for Master Iverson_ (who holds a 
royal warrant to supply the castle with frequently tunneling and 
collapsing candles, and is profoundly disliked by her 
chamberlain . ) 

But Kai will still dutifully report that young Bjorgman (who is older 
than Elsa and seen more of the country than both sisters to whom it 
formally belongs) counts his first payment from the royal household 
and becomes noticeably pleased. The stack of kroners slips into his 
jacket (icemen and banks will occasionally walk the same path, but 
both will clutch a little harder to their things in the awkward 
silence while doing so) and Kristoff launches into a sunny diatribe 
about this hotel or that house or a farm where ice had apparently 
magically appeared for years and only now had some big smelly lout 
suddenly become attached to it and demanded _payment_ for some 
reason . 

"So, I suppose you do _not_ consider the customer to always be 
correct ? " 

"I _know _ice, Elsa," it's a bit of familiarity he's not comfortable 
with, but he has a point to make. "Where to get it, how to heft it, 
who needs it, where to put it, and what to do with it. All that, and 
I know how to not lose anything while I'm harvesting it. Lokan was 
lucky . " 

Elsa must have looked confused, because Kristoff explains: "The 
injured man. There's probably a break in his foot, but he'll be up 
again. Maybe even keep his toes. I've almost lost mine a couple 
times; half of those guysa€"" he gestures towards the long departed 
sled, "a€"have lost some of theirs. I know some men who've lost legs; 
they're all at the guildhall now or counting blocks at the 
warehouses, if they get jobs." 

This is a part of Arendelle Elsa hasn't heard about and she waits for 
more, and Kristoff doesn't keep her. 

"Frostbite, gangrene, weighta€ | weight kills. I was at the warehouse 
one April and someone got the ropes wrong on a five-hundred pounder 
that killed old Knut . Blood everywhere," he grimaced. "Had to let 
five piles of ice fall into the fjord and _melt_. The guild raised 
prices to help Knut ' s f amilya€"wif e and two kidsa€"and you'd have 
thought we'd let Loki free. The innkeepers and chefs went running to 
the regency and that was it. Ice is ice, right? Any idiot can make 
it . " 


For a moment, Kristoff is silent, and Elsa lets him be so. He's 



remembering old slights and hurts, things he keeps from Anna. 


"I'm sorry," he finally says, "I shouldn ' ta€ i it ' s just that these are 
_good_ men doing dangerous work and these people try to bilk them 
over the smallest things." 

"I understand," and she does. It's something she vowed to be mindful 
of as she'd studied before her majority. 

_A1 1 problems she would tacklea€ i so long as they made it to the 
castle ._ 

Arendelle owed her princess more than it knew. 

Kristoff is stuffing his tongs into an already clanking bag of heavy 
canvas. When he's done, he leans over to examine the ice Elsa made 
for him. 

The queen tried to peer around him. "Anna told me you were ranging 
further out these days." 

He nodded absently and said: "It's your fault, you know." 

Elsa's eyes widen and Sergeant steps closer in case thrashing is 
required . 

But Kristoff turns and wags a finger, a smile growing. "Summer feels 
like it has something to prove now." 

Elsa smiles. Sergeant chuckles, and Kristoff turns back to the ice. 
"The heat wave caused a big run on the ice stores and everybody's 
taken what they can from the closest lakes and rivers. Arendelle 
usually doesn't get Orno ice, it's the locals who buy it, but it's 
big enough that we should be able to make it last," he looks at her. 
"Unless it's a longer summer." 

_Not him too. Why do they think _I _know?_ She can't predict 
anything, can't read the weather, no magic experta€"if she had been, 
she probably would have built thousands of Olafs instead of making 
earplugs out of socks. 

She shrugs and Kristoff seems to accept that. 

"This is _beautiful_, you know, " he taps the ice, "No clouding, no 
leaves, no pebbles, no bits and pieces of anythinga€ i " 

"_Anything_? " Elsa asks, struggling to smother dismay. 

"Yeah, that's what happens when you get your ice from the wild," he 
says, and then straightens, turning to her. "You know, you should 
have put your seal on this stuff, people will pay extra for your 
ice . " 

"I'll keep that in mind; now, about this _anything_ and its _bits_ 
and _pieces_a€ i " 

"Oh, there was something I wanted to talk about with you, " Kristoff 
made a motion with his mitten-covered hand, as if to snap fingers. 
"The cold season is coming and that's usually when things slow down 
for me anda€|well, I usually rent a room and do some odd 



jobsa€ | " 

Elsa sees it coming and prepares herself. 

_Even if I was sure about you, how would it look?_ 

"a€| Sven's gotten a little spoiled, but I feel like, you know, now 
thata€ i " 

_Better before he talks to Anna and she starts wheedling, because 
then who knows what would happen. I don't think I can stand it 
anymore. All those little tea parties outside my doora€|_ 

"a€|but I think I can get by without them. Also, Anna keeps buying me 
stuff, and, well, it getsa€|" 

_She ' s a princess and reputation _matters_. If people start talking, 
shea€"gods, he's waiting for an answer. What did Anna say, "Queen it 
up? 

"I'm sorry, Kristoff, I don't think it would be appropriate at this 
time . " 

The iceman stared at her and she feels a little disappointed. Anna 
goes on about Kristoff being raised by "love experts"; what did he 
expect ? 

"Uh, okaya€ | I guess I understand that, with the tour and all. Maybe 
when you get back?" 

There's a familiar feeling of utter appalment rising within her and 
she lets ice slip into her words. 

"My decision is not going to change after just a few weeks, Kristoff. 
And anyway it is not a matter of _timing_ it's a matter of 
_appearance_. " 

Kristoff 's confusion only seems to deepen and she is ready to give up 
and leave (queens should not have to explain their reasoning to their 
sister's suitors, anyway) when she catches a similar look on 
Sergeant's face. 

_Something is wrong here._ 

"What?" 

The iceman glances at the sergeant and scratches his head. "Uh, I'm 
sorry. I guess I didn't think it wasa€ | " he searches for a word, 

"a€| improper to ask the queen if she knew of any houses for 
rent . " 

Elsa blinks. 

"A house?" 

"Yes," then, because for some reason it seemed to matter: "With a 
stable. And a stove, if we can swing it." 


"For rent?" 



Kristoff purses his lips. "Well, maybe with an option to buy. But I'd 
wait on that . " 


The queen looks away, all regal dignity gone. One hand goes to her 
arm in what Anna calls "Elsa's feel-bad pose" which triggers sudden 
hugs. At home, that is. 

"Sorry," she says. It's the only thing that could be said. "Ia€|I 
misunderstood, " she hurries on before they can think up the right 
question. "The crown has somea€ you'd have to ask Kai, I thinka€|yes, 
yes, ask Kai. I'ma€"I don't know the city that well." 

Anna probably does; dinner conversations with Anna after an outing is 
like meeting an excited explorer who returns with treasures from 
unknown lands. _Anna_ could have told him about every rental house in 
Arendelle, because Anna couldn't wait to leave the castle walls while 
Elsa had taken a month to arrange a tour of her outlying provinces, 
something traditionally done right after a monarch's coronation. 

_So mucha€ | disrupt ion . I've let too much slip out of my 
hands ._ 

"I'll do that, then," Kristoff suddenly says, beckoning over Sven. 
"Thank you," another glance at Sergeant, "Your Majesty." 

"You're going home?" 

"Why shouldn't I?" Indeed, the ice on his sled is piled high, and he 
tosses prickly strands of rope over the top, crouching down to catch 
the opposing ends and put them in knots around the bottom of the 
sled. "I've got a full loada€"thanks , by the waya€"and the castle 
wants its ice. You know, that's something else I've been meaning to 
talk with you about, I don't think youra€"damn ! " 

Elsa starts but Kristoff is glaring angrily at the ropes that refused 
to meet despite his considerable efforts (she's shaken his hands 
before and she's awed that anything could defy that grip.) Ropes are 
gripped, different combinations are tried, and nothing 
works . 

Finally, he straightens up and removes his hat to roughly scratch in 
his hair, muttering invections and casting doubt on the ropes' 
parentage, when a stream of white spellpower flows past him and 
splashes against the pile of cubes. Emerging from a snowflake-shaped 
device, frozen blue cords wrap around sled and burden, embracing ice 
and wood in a tight web. After a burst of snowflakes completed the 
enclosure, Kristoff hesitated for a second, and then tapped a cold 
tendril with a covered hand. 

"It's strong for its size," Elsa says from behind him. Again, she 
tries to see his face. "It won't melt for at least a day; I gave it a 
littlea€"" she searches for a phrase, borrows from Anna with fingers 
that flick outward: "a€"_oomph_. " 

He turns and_ smiles_. He knows where the queen learns her 
vocabulary . 

She clears her throat. "But you should be able to saw through it. 
There isa€|" What? She searches her memory and finds that thirteen 
years of her books, pencils, and chalk have left her a stranger to 



her own home ' s depths . 


"There is a place where we keep them. Kaia€"or Gerda, or 
someonea€"can tell you where it is." 

_When I get home, get Anna to walk me through the castle so I don't 
embarrass myself in front of tradesmen again !_ 

"Thanks, " Kristoff is still smiling, and it is the kind, worldly one 
that Elsa knows Anna has fallen in love with. 

She wants to cry. 

_But is it _real_? Gods and goddesses, why couldn't you have given me 
the power to be certain?_ 

Hans had been that curious mix of patient and imprudent. With the 
Queen's guards at his command, herself in chains, and her only 
possible heir dying from what could only have been _Elsa's_ magics, 
his greed turned his head and caused him to move too fast. But even 
then, he'd been silver tongued and knew just which levers could raise 
admiration or shatter hearts in a person. 

Elsa and Anna share the shame of believing in the wrong man. But all 
they have is each other and Elsa refuses to let gloves and locked 
rooms keep her from protecting her sister ever again. 

Sven is harnessed in a matter of minutes and Kristoff has him pull 
the sled a short distance to see if its weight exceeded the 
reindeer's control. Satisfied, Kristoff climbs aboard and gives a bow 
that is offered in good humor but not in mockery. It doesn't follow 
protocol, but Arendelle is not large or grand enough for such 
things . 

Besides which, saving royalty allows for some impropriety. 

He asks if there's anything for Anna, meaning messages or 
gifts . 

"Send her my love. I'll see her in a few weeks." Gifts would come 
from her own hands. Elsa was selfish with Anna. 

Kristoff nods, says a polite farewell to Sergeant, shakes his reins, 
and he and Sven soon disappear into the trees. 

Elsa watches them go and starts towards her horse and the other 
guards only after the glinting ice blocks vanish. Sergeant follows 
close behind. 

"Your Majesty?" 

"Yes, SergeantaC | " nothing comes to mind but consternation. She has 
done nothing today but embarrass herself. 

"Mette, Ma'am; Ingver Mette, " he supplies as if they had just been 
introduced and he hadn't stood guard at her doors for two years. "You 
know. Ma'am, he has a good reputation around town." 

"Does he?" she replies dully, as a private leads Snowdrop to her and 
prepares for her foot. 



"Bills paid on 


"Little debt, " actually none after his first paycheck, 
time. Hard worker, on the lakes and in town. Countless 
recommendations . " 

The queen nods tiredly as she folds her legs into comfort. Mette 
mounts his own horse and she leads them down the hill. Horses and men 
walk in silence for a while, and then the sergeant dares to trot up 
to his queen's side. 

"Your Majesty, " he says softly and her head turns fractionally in his 
direction, "Mistakes were made. Trust your guard; we have looked into 
him anda€ | " 

"Thank you, sergeant." It's an order, not a real expression. He 
understands and pulls away. 

"_Mistakes" he says._ 

They'd worn the uniform of her sworn guard the day Hans tried to kill 
her . 

She's tired of the trip already and it is only Monday. 

Tuesday she rises in her tent and greets the sentries with more cheer 
than she usually does, as an apology for the previous day. She 
breakfasts on croissants that are about a day old but still 
acceptable and declines coffee (she loves the smell, but can only 
drink it iceda€"in its standard state the heat sits in her stomach 
like a rock and she's uncomfortable for several minutes.) 

They arrive at the provincial seat of Roldheim, where she accepts a 
small bundle of flowers from a little girl who is so shy the blossoms 
shake in her grip. Elsa gives her warmest smile and rests on her 
heels to thank the child, a trick she learned from her mother. 

There's an excited giggle and she runs back to her father, chattering 
at him. He pales a little as Elsa's eyes land on him. 

Lunch is a stew of duck and potatoes, shared with the governor and a 
local baron, who puts her up for the night. She meets members of the 
local miner's guild whose hair is still wet and did not manage to 
completely purge their nails of dirt. They take her hand carefully, 
as if they're picking up the best family china under their mothers' 
stern glower. 

A light supper, a letter for Anna, and she climbs into a far too 
large bed and wishes her sister was there to make fun of the giant 
stuffed bear in the corner. Thinks on the little girl's 
words . 

_She ' s not a monster at all, daddy !_ 

Toast, various jellies, and sausages greet her on Wednesday morning. 
She takes a sample from each jar of fruit preserves and sends an 
attendant to the market to buy her favorites for home. The girl 
arrives in time to _leap_ into her carriage, passing the jars to one 
of the coachmen as they leave the town. 

There's nothing but villages for the next day and a half. She pauses 
in each town for quick conversations with mayors and accepts little 



gifts . 


In one town, a boy presents her with a beautifully carved six-pointed 
snowflake . 

"Sorry, it's not white," he says earnestly, and she can tell he means 
it. "I ran out of time to paint it." 

"White? Like this?" She opens a palm and conjures a frozen match to 
the sculpture in her other hand. 

His eyes brighten and his mouth opens and the children in the square 
perk up and swarm around them. 

"You know," she says, carefully forming the words. "A white snowflake 
is only with us for a little while." 

A flick of her hand and her creation pops gently into a cascade of 
white magic. 

"But this, " holding the sculpture with both hands now, "_this_ is 
permanent. And the clouds make more flakes than I ever could. But 
_you _made this, and that's why I love it." 

The boy beams and Elsa feels like she did back in the middle of that 
fjord when she and Anna became sisters again. 

She has sandwiches made up with cold venison and mustard, eats a 
thick one while reading reports from the foreign office. The papers 
suffer no stains but is pelted with little crumbs of wheat. 

They set up camp and she sits quiet lya€"if somewat 

uncomf ortablya€"beside the fire, watches staff and guards play cards, 
abandoning decorum as the evening goes on. When they think she isn't 
watching, liquor and lessa€ | court ly games appear, along with a slowly 
rising chorus of curses. One tiny, usually bashful handmaiden uses a 
particularly salty phrase at her hand and Elsa suddenly laughs. 
Everyone looks at her and then at their indulgences and all she does 
is get up and move to her tent, still chuckling. 

Breakfast on Thursday consists of some eggs and bacon the guards had 
picked up in Roldheim, shared with their queen in a needless act of 
apology (she eats it, but she has no quasi-religious attachment to it 
as others do . ) 

Sorlo is a gateway to Utt landa€"less a country than a restive 
collection of tribes, all supposedly owing suzerainty to Arendelle's 
crowna€"and there are many technical foreigners in the city. When she 
arrives there's strange furs, clothing, and helmets everywhere. Her 
Arendellans cheer her arrival, and there is applause from the 
Utt sa€"uncertain, the sound of people who agree with the idea of an 
arriving queen but are not completely sold on what comes 
after . 

There's a working lunch of mutton stew with the governor, the mayor, 
and the commander of the Sorlo Regiment which guards the border here. 
No incursions, the "wild" tribes seem to have their own little 
business going on, but there's still trade. No real problems. 

Everyone stays on their side and everyone is happy. 



She beds down in the local fortress after another venison sandwich 
and wonders what business a group of tribes who've rarely agreed 
about anything but invaders could have in common. 

Friday brings a short stack of crepe-like cakes topped with a tangy 
butter that plays well with the tiny carafe of warmed syrup beside 
it. She calls a meeting of her caravan chiefs and goes over every 
item for the journey of the next few days. Lists are made for 
restocking and teams are assembled, made up of palace staff, royal 
guardsmen, and volunteers from the local regiment. All march on the 
marketplaces like a grim army. 

Elsa takes the opportunity to write another letter. She rambles about 
odd clothing and _so many military men_. Anna is reminded to keep up 
with the queen's procession on the map she was given at home; her 
sister is determined to improve her grasp on their country's 
geography . 

_We head for Alvsted,_ she writes, _which is the political, 
commercial, and cultural center of our Western Uttland province. It 
is our most northerly major city, though smaller than Arendelle City 
and Sorlo. Our great-great grandfather King Oskar II founded it as a 
military base and port, to support his conquest of Uttland, but these 
days it only has the Northern Rangers and fishermen. _ 

The pen hovers for a moment before she decides on the next 
sentences . 

_I am told that there are more reindeer than people in Western 
Uttland, but they also do a robust trade in their meat, so be careful 
when reading this to Kristoff. In my last letter, I told you that he 
was looking for a house and Kai was to assist him. On reflection, I 
should have given you instructions as well: this house will be 
Kristoff 's and not yours. If you have been helping him look that is 
fine but please remember that he will make a decision based on his 
needs, tastes, and monies, and not yours. _ 

Pause, then a line under "not yours." 

_Please write me soon. I'm especially interested in hearing about 
Olaf; he can get underfoot, but more than once lately I've been on 
the edge of conjuring a brother up for him._ 

Elsa closes her eyes. Tries to write something, anything, besides 
what she is going to put down next. 

_The other night I was sitting outside and watching the staff and 
guards at work and play and realized I do not know most of their 
names or faces. Many of the guards are newa€"brought in after Mr. 'of 
the Southern Isles ' a€"but I've only dealt with the maids and servants 
through a door. I miss you so much; you would probably talk to 
everyone like a friend. You are friends with everybody. _ 

She finishes and signs it with relief, sealing it in an envelope and 
placing it among the outgoing signed government business papers. 
Hardboiled eggs and sliced tomatoes piled on some lefse make up her 
lunch, after which her staff reports that all is in readiness. 


King Oskar's Highway is well maintained but still bumpy. It also cuts 
through forests as thick as dust in an abandoned house, with huge. 



high trees that loom over the road like it's an uninvited guest. The 
guards eye the trees suspiciously, watchful for adventuresome (and 
doomed) bandits and clutching lances and swords in eagerness. But 
thieves have their comfort levels and it does not seem as if the 
Vallmar and Alvsted forests can provide it. There _are_ people there: 
an old man is sitting with a string of fish and a bound up fishing 
pole on a fallen log, smoking and looking at nothing until the 
procession reaches him. He looks up with interest and Elsa halts the 
coach . 

In worry for the stranger, she pokes her head out the window. "Are 
you all right?" 

The old man blinks. "Fine, fine, thank you. Just a little tired. Why 
do you ask?" 

"You were sitting here alone. Can we convey you anyplace?" 

"No, no, thank you again. It would just be out of your way. But you 
are a kind lady. What is your name?" 

A watching lieutenant canters forward. "This is the Queen's Majesty 
herself, Elsa of Arendelle." 

"Really?" The old man does not rise, but he gives a deep nod. "I beg 
your pardon. Your Grace, I don't see many queensa€"or kingsa€"around 
here. You are my fourth and probably my last." 

"Are you sure we can't take you anywhere?" 

"Quite, quite," the old man says cheerfully. "Goodness, you _are_ too 
kind. I'm just sitting and thinking and I'm almost done. Please don't 
fuss over me. But thank you for fussing anyway; don't hear of kings 
doing that too often. Where are you going?" 

"Alvsted," Elsa replies, waving at the coachman. "Do you know 
it?" 


"Know it?" White eyebrows rise. "When I was a young man, I did. But I 
haven't been around there in forty years. Not after Klotthas. 

Goodbye, Queen Elsa, Odin bless you." 

"Goodbye; take care." 

_Klotthas, Klotthas. I've heard ita€"no, read it._ 

She closed her eyes and thought. A name came to her from an otherwise 
unremarkable book laid out on a tiny desk, read through tears and 
ears stopped up by tiny gloved fists. 

_0h yes, Klotthas. No wonder. _ 

There are villages that have ensconced themselves among the trees 
from which they live, but none that Elsa feels comfortable asking for 
shelter or food. They set up camp deep within the woods and she feels 
a little guilty because camping ranks amid Anna's surprisingly 
extensive list of activities they _need_ to do now. She combs her 
hair, examining it in a small mirror. Then curls up on a cot she now 
understands and falls asleep thinking of hard ground and tents. 



The next few days are like that: the highway, some villages that have 
sprouted up on or off the road, a camp, a cot. One day it rains and 
Elsa frets over her people, but the guards politely and firmly refuse 
any offers of magical though dubious help and her attendants crowd 
the carriages and tents. 

Then, the road comes to a split, one branch wandering off into the 
coastal provinces while another rises up the side of a mountain. 

There is a slow turn to their right in their climb and they see 
Alvsted . 

The mountains seem to draw away from the city, carpeted in green that 
tries to march up the sides of the bowl-like valley. The town is a 
closely built collection of wooden buildings reinforced by stone, 
enclosed by a low wall, remnants of her ancestor's original 
intentions. It's not Arendelle, but the streets are cobbled, straight 
and uncluttered, the buildings in good repair, and carts are moving 
in accustomed order. The cast lea€"surprisingly tall, turreted, and 
fat, a remnant of warlike, empire-building daysa€"sits on a low 
bluff, overlooking the city and is in full function, with men moving 
about the battlements and a large flag drifting over the gate in a 
wind blowing off the sea. 

The ocean is everywhere: Elsa can hear waves slapping against rocky 
shores and pebble-strewn beaches and the greedy squawks of ubiquitous 
gulls. She smells salt in the air anda€"as they draw neara€"the 
aminic odor of fish. She sees the deep blue, sparkling in the sun now 
and rolling white, and wants to run to it and disappear among the 
surf for a while (as she'll do at home, while Arendelle sleeps and 
her mind boils and sputters.) The town and its docks tries to embrace 
it but there's still wide stretches of empty beaches and open water. 
Boats rock on the water, tied to the long piers or anchored offshore. 
There are more pulled ashore, with men standing around or clinging to 
the hulls. 

The royal procession enters the open city gates and a hundred white 
gloves clap on spear shafts that rise at the approach of the queen. 
Flags hang from windows, roof edges and flutter in the hands of the 
city's people. And what people: Arendellans descended from southern 
colonizers and Uttlanders wearing either the national dress or a mix 
of that with their customary costume. In Sarlo there had been a 
distinction: Arendellans had cheered and the Uttlanders had watched. 
Here they all applaud her. 

They proceed to the castle, headquarters and barracks for the 
Northern Rangers as well as the governor's seat. A square lined by 
little shops, a tiny city hall, and an impressive clocktower has 
sprouted around the fortress's entrance since it was built, all well 
painted and seemingly well-to-do. They are bedecked by 
green-and-purple banners, some displaying her silhouette in gold 
while others bear the Golden Crocus, the common symbol of her 
realm . 

A small crowd is gathered within the large open gates, a mix of 
civilians and military officers still arranging itself by rank. 

Elsa's coach swings in front of the gathering, where a low ranking 
officer in full dress strides forward and pulls open her door. She 
alights from the door and meets the curtsy of small but brawny 
Governor Signy Gimse, clad in officious forest green at the head of a 
short receiving line. Next to her is chiseled, graying Colonel 



Gudmund BjA^rklund clad in his regiment's white tunic and green 
trousers, meeting her eyes with a friendly solemnity. Behind them 
both is an older plump man, bearing spectacles, a close cropped white 
beard and a white cassock decorated with red rectangular 
glyphs . 

"Welcome to Alvsted, Your Majesty, " Gimse says from her deep curtsy, 
and rises. "We are honored to have you with us." 

"A pleasure. Governor," Elsa replies easily. "I am pleased to see the 
city in such good condition. If the rest of Western Uttland is in 
such a state, we should talk about your future career." 

Gimse blancheda€"comf ortable in her current office, no doubt, but 
Elsa wanted new councilors, ministers, and magistrates and she would 
have her way. The governor swiftly recovered and held out a hand to 
the colonel . 

"Your Majesty may remember Colonel BjA^rklund from the coronation 
review," one that had been delayed three days past its schedule. "He 
and his regiment guard the border and help keep good order in the 
region; they've also contributed to our good standing among your 
provinces . " 

Heels click and medals clink, and there is a surgically precise bow 
at the waist. 

"At your service. Majesty." 

"General Fleischer sends regards, " Queen Elsa tells him with a royal 
smile. The colonel is one of Fleischer's protege. 

Governor Gimse gestured to the old man. "Your Majesty, may I present 
Artem Kun . " 

Smile again, though the name means nothing. "How do you do. Master 
Kun 

Kun gave an unpracticed bow that made it seem as if he was ready to 
topple over. "Queen Elsa, I am so honored." 

"Master Kun has been a faithful agent of Your Majesty's foreign, 
treasury, and trade ministries here and across the border, " Gimse 
explained while directing a fond smile towards the man. "The Kuns 
have been one of the most prominent Utt families for generations. 
Artem here has gone back and forth across the border in various 
diplomatic capacities for over thirty years. He's been recommended 
for the Golden Crocus." 

"I expect you shall receive it. Master Kun," The relevant list has 
not made it to her desk yet, but if she doesn't see his name, perhaps 
she can add it with her own pen. 

She turns her head then, sensing that a solemn moment is needed. The 
gate opens upon a broad parade ground, with a cobbled path leading 
directly to the great keep. In front of the heavy doors is a statue: 
a great urn festooned with laureled vines and bearing the word 
"Klotthas" standing upon a huge marble block, which is dark with 
names. Wilted and freshly plucked flowers are sprawled across each 
other at the base of the urn and below the lower names on the ground. 



Elsaa€"surrounded by the provincial authorities. Royal Guards, and 
Northern Rangersa€"approaches with grave steps, hands bare, still, 
and neatly folded. The retinue fans out around her and the memorial, 
watching as she studies the urn and its base. There's so many names, 
and they are odd ones, foreign to her eyes and ears disposed to 
Arendellan monikers and their Viking cousins. 

Names are special words; no little bag of bone or flesh becomes a 
human without one. No place is worth the journey without one. Though 
they may have their foundation in basic language, only names have the 
ability to usurp other words in conveying meaning. 

Nineteen years before Elsa was born one unseasonably warm July day, 
Klotthas became one of those names, an example of nature's ability to 
sweep away human presence by all manner of instruments: wind, water, 
rock, and flame. 

It was an inoffensive little village, of a race that could be found 
on every coastline. It kept to the seaside, from which it harvested 
mackeral and herring, sufficient for its wants and to fill a few 
small drays for Alvsted's market. Some families kept humble little 
herds of sheep and cattle; its men left occasionally for labor on 
neighboring farms or to seek their fortune in the provincial seat or 
Free Uttland, but generally returned. Close-knit and content in its 
solitude, Klotthas suffered little strife and garnered little 
attention from sheriffs, governors, or crown. 

It was so quiet and so small that no one realized it had died until 
one mutilated and ash-blackened boy stumbled onto the road to 
Alvsted, where he had stood staring dumbly at a column of Northern 
Rangers back from exercises. He was all that was left of a tiny, 
solitary, _innocent_ town. No refuge was spared, no beast went 
uncremated or escaped an unyielding grip, and no flame seemed 
quenchable . 

Everywhere in Arendelle, Klotthas is a word to describe complete 
immolation. In Uttland, it is a memory of the demonic nature of 
dragons . 

Elsa has closed her eyes in respect and meditation. Then she raises 
her hands . 

_Do the magic_. 

Fingers flex and littles motes of icy magic appear and dance in the 
air. She wills it and the magic swirls and coalesces, forming stems, 
leaves, and petals. One of the guards inhales sharply as a dozen 
cold, clear flowers manifest in the queen's hands and she places them 
carefully at the foot of the urn. 

She opens her eyes and looks over at Kun and there's a shine in his 
eyes tells her all that is needed. 

"Master Kun, do you think I should visit Klotthas?" 

The question is asked across a heavy oak table in Alvsted Castle's 
keep. From the rafters hang carefully preserved regimental colors, 
provincial flags, and King Oskar II 's old campaign standards. Swords 
hang in decorative circles on the walls alongside racked axes and 
maces. Elsa's guards intermingle with Rangers along the walls, while 



castle stewards and royal servants wander in and out clutching 
platters and carafes. 

Artem Run swallows his wine before he answers the queen's question. 
The salmon is fresh, lovingly (if not skillfully) prepared, and Elsa 
has made her way through most of it, following the green beans and 
buttered bread. 

"It may be appreciated, ma'am, but I doubt anyone would blame you for 
foregoing. Frankly, the wilderness has been reclaiming the village 
and there's very little to see. Some foundations, the odd fireplace, 
perhaps, but it is progressing to the point where you wouldn't know a 
town had been there if you hadn't known beforehand." 

"Was no one interested in restoring it?" 

"Forgive me, ma'am, but would you want to live in such a place? On an 
enormous graveyard?" 

A point. Run put down his wine glass and considered his half-eaten 
plate . 

"It isn't simply that; Rlotthas had no mines, no grazing or farmlands 
of any note. Nothing happened or could be gained there that did not 
occur anywhere else along the coast here." 

"Except that it was a home," Elsa thinks of her family's castle, that 
oddly cozy turreted pile of bricks that she once thought she would 
never see again, and how happy she was to be proven wrong. 

"True," Run smiles sadly at her. "Homes are rarely appreciated. I'm 
glad that our queen does so." 

She looks at him, a sudden thought: "Was therea€"did you lose anyone 
in that attack. Master Run?" 

"Possibly. The Runs are not a smalla€"or very pickya€"f amily , ma'am," 
he told her. "There was an aunt by marriage from there, buta€ | " 
whatever his gaze is upon, it is very distant. 

"There was never a chance to meet her family, " Elsa finishes, in a 
gentle voice. 

"No," Run sighs, straightens an unused spoon. "There never was. Sweet 
woman; always had a honey roll ready when we came over. Then one day 
I came home from the capital, there was a notable cloud of black 
smoke in the distance, and when I came up to my uncle's farmstead, 
there were shrieks coming out the windows . There was no recovering 
from that . " 

"I am very sorry," Elsa tells him, meaning every word. 

"That's very kind of you. Your Grace, but my aunt was affected far 
worse than myself. The only thing that brought her comfort was young 
Drago . " 

Run speaks as though the name should be known, so confident in this 
that Elsa is almost embarrassed. 


"'Drago,' Master Run?" 



The old man looks astonished for a moment before he chuckles 
ruefully . 

"I'm sorry, ma'am, a small bit of provincialism there; perhaps I've 
stayed around here too long. If you mention Drago around here you get 
applause . " 

"He's a local hero, then?" Elsa feels the conversational threads 
under her fingers, begins to curl around them. 

"I should say so: he's the last survivor of Klotthas." 

"Really?" The survivor had gone unnamed in Elsa's book. "And he lived 
with your aunt and uncle?" 

Run nods. "For perhaps three years; Aunt Lumi doted on him and he 
helped out around the farm as best he could. But he was a restless 
young man, Drago Bludvist, and when his right arm had bulked up he 
left for Uttland, saying he was going north to fight the 
dragons . " 

Elsa is amazed. "By _himself?_" 

"At first, " Run replies, straining back to allow a steward to collect 
his plate. "Then one fine day he showed up in Radvo wearing a 
dragon's skin and began _recruit ing_. Said he was going to eliminate 
the dragon scourge for good and all, avenge Rlotthas, and liberate 
Uttlanders and other peoples from fear." 

"That is a verya€ i " words failed Elsa for a moment, "_ambitious_ 
promise to make. It was successful?" 

"Quite," Run says with a smile. "Uttlanders battled dragons for 
centuries in their homeland. Wars can be as hereditary as blood. 
Besides, Drago promised fortune and glory for those who followed him, 
which struck many as better than sitting around playing midwife to 
pigs. If memory serves he has several thousand men fighting with him 
now . " 

Impressed again. "Has he been able to keep to his promises?" 

"As well as anyone with a home-grown army can, " Run shrugs, picking 
up a spoon and eyeing a dish of pudding being placed before him. "I 
don't know the details, but he doesn't seem to have any trouble 
finding volunteers. Claims to be preparing for the final 
stroke . " 

"He sounds like quite a man," Elsa purses her lips. 

"PerhapsaC | perhaps an introduction might be made." 

Run stares at her. Uncomf ortablea€"_Drago hates f irebreathers , 
doesn't mean he'll like ice crafters any better_a€"Elsa prepares to 
withdraw her proposal until the older government agent 
speaks . 

"Perhaps it can. Please excuse my gape, ma'am. Your predecessors had 
no interest in such things, so Your Majesty surprised me." 

>She smiles, relieved at awkwardness fading as quickly as it 
appeared . <p> 



"You can arrange it, then?" 


"I will do my utter best, ma'am," Run said thoughtfully, tugging at 
his snowy beard. "I haven't spoken to Drago for a few yearsa€"ships 
in the night and all that. But once I find him he should be happy to 
meet you; a royal endorsement would be a great boon to his 
cause . " 

They turn to their pudding and move on to other matters, the queen 
extending their conversation to the other diners. It's ten before 
Elsa feels she's able to finally end the day, making for her 
great-grandfather's chambers which had been kept ready for royal 
visits such as hers. 

There is a distinct masculinity in King Oskar II 's old rooms. She's 
greeted by a snarl from her rug (Elsa does not blame the bear; if 
people were stepping on her with dirty feet all the time she imagines 
she would snarl angrily too.) There's a large bed with heavy wooden 
framework and posts, hung with new-looking blue curtains and a highly 
polished summoning bell on a nightstand next to a bottle of mineral 
water, some glasses, and a burning candle in a brass holder. A 
writing desk sits in front of a set of windows that look out onto the 
castle, town, and sea. An unnecessary fire blazes within an imposing 
sculptured marble fireplace. Her trunks are present and she fishes 
out her nightgown, considers starting a letter while changing and 
decides against it. Too much to put down; organize, prioritize, then 
write to Anna. Elsa doesn't want her sister's mind to wander. 

She throws a few logs onto the fire for the sake of appearances, 
sends a gust to snuff out the candles, and climbs into a bed that is 
too large for her. Curls up on her side. 

Misses Anna. 

She stands at the top of the staircase leading to her frozen palace, 
now overlooking a vast body of water. The stairs are descending into 
the water, reaching don, down into the depths until darkness swallows 
them. As she watches, bubbles begin drifting up the submerged steps, 
starting out small and distantly spaced, then becoming larger and 
closer together, almost like the water is boiling. 

Somehow, it's not surprising when Anna's strawberry locks surface and 
then her grinning face appears. Elsa waves because it makes sense to 
do so (and polite as well.) Anna waves back, and turns her hand 
around to beckon. 

_Come in. The water's fine._ 

The queen takes five steps before she stops to look down and think. 
_Really_ think. The water is deep and dark. Suddenly, Elsa is 
afraida€"for herself, for Anna, and tells her sister to get 
out . 

Dismissive wave. _It ' s not that deep, and look, I have a light !_ 

The princess reaches into the water by her side and pulls up the 
candle from Elsa's nightstand, sputtering in the sudden wind from 
Anna's action until she stills it again. Then she starts to do a 
backstroke around the staircase, candle perfectly upright in her 



hand. The queen tries to say something but all that comes out is a 
distant _clang_, as if froma€ | 

a€ | the bell tower facing the castle. Elsa spasms in her bed and sends 
a thin crust of ice haloing across the sheets. She hurls her blankets 
aside, feels the frost tugging at her nightgown and dissolves it with 
an irritated hand motion. The same hand grabs a night robe from a 
chair by the desk and she knots the belt as she opens her door into a 
darkened hallway. The guards on either side look at her, startled, 
then turn to her with a snap of their heels. 

"Your Majesty," says the senior one, a corporal. 

"What ' s happening? " 

"Wea€"" the corporal stops and looks past his comrade. Elsa turns her 
head to see a white coated officer running towards them with a lit 
lantern . 

"Lieutenant Ernst, Your Majesty, " he said, sounding less winded than 
he had any right to be. "Colonel BjA^rklund's adjutant. He sent me to 
tell you not to worry about the alarm." 

Elsa stares at him. "Isn't that the entire _purpose_ of an alarm, 
lieutenant ? " 

"WellaCiyes, strictly speaking, ma'am," Ernst replies with an uneasy 
frown. "But, there's no need for _you_ to worry, ma'am; some sort of 
oceangoing emergency. Your Majesty can return to bed." 

She looks at him for a moment, then steps back across her threshold, 
and closes the door. The robe comes off and is hurled at a trunk, 
followed shortly by the nightgown. Like the sorceress she is, the 
Queen of Arendelle appears before her guards and soldier in 
glittering icy fabrics, with a ghostly train floating behind 
her . 

"Lieutenant, be so kind to escort us to the colonel, " she tells him 
with a calm voice and cool eyes. The two guards quickly take up 
position beside her while Ernst stares, his mouth slightly 
gaping . 

"Ia€ | Your Majesty, there is really no needa€ | " Ernst is a good 
officer, merely trying to obey his commanding officer. 

But it is Queen Elsa I's army, she knows it, and says with polite 
indifference: "I shall decide that myself. Lead on, lieutenant." 

He bows, hesitates before turning (protocol frowns on presenting 
one's back to royalty), and moves off at Elsa's nod. They make their 
way through the halls, down staircases of polished oak and shiny 
granite, and past frantic, murmuring soldiers who often look right 
through the queen as they pass before stopping to stare after her and 
belatedly bow. 

Elsa moves like a stately ship contemptuous of white-capped waters, 
pretends to take no notice of a mobilizing garrison, though her eyes 
dart about noting bobbing torches and dozens of men running for the 
gates in heavy trench coats. Beyond the castle walls the city is 
awake, houses and apartments lit up with flames of various sizes and 



standing with open mouths, expelling men dressed for the sea and 
women dressed for the gawking. They are all heading for the 
dockyard . 

Elsa raises her eyes to the sea and finally sees what must have sent 
the bells ringing: clouds hanging over the black waters, lazily 
spinning through the sky and trailing vapors after them like remora 
swimming in a shark's wake. The clouds in themselves are not 
extraordinary, but the golden aura they are reflecting is. 

Alvsted's docks are biga€"not designed for the great freighters and 
liners like the capital and other southern ports are, but impressive 
for a northern town. There are several dozen fishing boats tied to 
the piers and two whalers floating beside one long, wide wharf. The 
city's sailors and dockworkers are out in force, swarming the piers 
and boats. When chilly heels march past the first of the warehouses, 
the ringing stops; apparently every necessary person in the town is 
awake. BjA^rklund has carved out a little piece of serenity on the 
end of the longest dock, surrounded by aides and speaking to a 
bristly-bearded man in oilskins. 

At Elsa's passage voices halt and eyes widen. Colonel BjA^rklund 
notices the spreading silence and turns his head, blinking at his 
queen's arrival (anda€"in all likelihooda€"her dress; in the 
torchlight, her dress glitters in a chaotic but attractive 
fashion . ) 

"Your Majesty, " he says, and gives a very dark look to Lieutenant 
Ernst. "We did not expect you." 

"So I gathered, " she smiles one of her royal smiles, designed to 
assure subordinates of her personal satisfaction as to their 
performance while firmly reminding them who is the fount of all 
authority in Arendelle. "Lieutenant Ernst said something about a 
marine situation?" 

"Well in hand, ma'am, as Ernst should have told you," the colonel's 
glare hardens. "Roughly two hours ago, one of the city watchmen 
'thought' he saw a glow on the horizon. Couldn't tell if it were the 
moon or not, so he held his silence and carried on his patrol. After 
he'd checked the warehouses and had a short break, he went up pier 
four to investigate some splashing he'd hearda€"an otter or 
something, I think. When he looked at the ocean again, the glow 
hada€ | " BjA^rklund pauses in consideration, "a€ | increased 
significantly. He ran to his station and alerted his commander, who 
ordered the bell rung. The portmaster, " the man in oils gave a deep 
bow, "arrived here before I did. He tells me that all of the larger 
ships are accounted for, or not expected back for some days." 

Elsa takes in the docks, the men tossing buckets, ropes, and 
bullhooks into their vessels, women carrying blankets and brandy and 
gently situate them in secure places. There's urgency among these 
people, who may glean their living from the sea but know never to 
trust it. 

"So it _is _a ship afire?" 

"Undoubtedly, Your Grace," says the portmaster. His voice sounds like 
it needs oiling, and his breath could start a fire of its own. "Big 
one too; for that kind of glow I'd have to say a triple decker," his 



head shakes at the mystery of it all. "Don't see many of _those_ 
'round here. Considering the boats those carry, they may not even 
need much rescuin' but by Njord's beard we'll bring everything we 
have . " 

"Quite," BjA^rklund nods. "So you see, ma'am, we have everything in 
hand. My boys will join the rescue and we're setting up one of the 
warehouses as a hospital, should it be needed. Now," the colonel's 
hard face dips down in a slight bow, "it would please everyone here 
greatly if Your Majesty would see fit to return toa€"" 

"_Odin's balls. 

Elsa blinks, her guard stiffens, BjA^rklund's face rises again and 
she almost steps back because she has _never_ seen a man as prepared 
for murder as the colonel is. He pivots with a red face, turns 
wrathful eyes on a young officer who is lowering a spyglass, mouth 
working in horror. 

"_Larsson._ How dare you use that language in front of the queen, get 
out of my sight!" 

Luckless Larsson starts, sees his commanding officer and points to 
the glowing horizona€"and Elsa notes a flickering brightness on the 
waters, like a lantern set above a rippling pool. In 
facta€ | 

BjA 5 rklund sees it too, trades anger for puzzlement, and reaches for 
Larsson 's glass. When he brings it to his eye, he holds his composure 
but Elsa can still see his grip tighten and his frown reaches for his 
chin . 

_He needs to shave. _ There are small silver bristles poking from a 
dimple . 

The colonel turns to the harbormaster and begins speaking in soft, 
hasty tones. Elsa snatches the glass from his hands and raises it, 
focusing ona€ | yes, she was right: that wasn't _one_ fire. 

Focus on the distant brightness. Fire is climbing up masts, devouring 
sails, throwing elevated, carved sterns into sharp relief. Sparks 
float upward, climbing on escarpments of black smoke. Figureheads 
occasionally drift across her view, sending her heart pounding. Forty 
years since the last dragon attack on Arendellan soil and it _would_ 
be her luck to be present at the next one. She counts. 

_Eight ._ 

She sees no human movement among the fiery tongues, no swimming or 
floating escapees in the shining waters. Just eight floating bonfires 
sailing towards her. Towards Alvsted. 

Towards the people around her, their livelihoods bobbing in the 
water, their homes waiting for them just a brief walk away. All 
flammable . 

BjA 5 rklund and the harbormaster are yelling orders. Some boats are 
unloaded, while others are burdened even more, sailors out to 
intercept and deter. No rescues, only survival now; save the boats, 
the docks, and the town. 



Elsa looks around. Two skiffs are casting off, powered by oars, 
manned by excited, fearful men. She turns to her guards. 

"No one leaves the docks. Those boats won't even get close to 
Alvsted . " 

She steps away and faces the growing radiance. There's death on those 
strange ships, but they will never make port. This Queen Elsa has 
decided . 

Her handsa€"small , soft, and whitea€"rise up, leaving white flurries 
of magic bending beneath her arms. A blizzard blasts from her 
fingers, reaching across the water like the arm of an angry goddess 
and slapping into the flaming ships. The waves rise in protest before 
solidifying into opaque blue-green ice, leaving the boats suspended 
in tilted degrees and crossing the still-burning masts. 

Elsa's will and hands shift. The concentrated snowstorma€"become 
snakelike and circuitous, bending over the startled heads of the 
Alvstedersa€"draws a line from the new frozen graveyard through the 
waves back towards shore. From this line grows a field of ice large 
enough for two teams of horses to traverse it side-by-side, expansion 
halting because she _wills_ it. The finger of magic comes to a stop 
at a rock-strewn beach and it is therea€"in a cold denouement that 
cracks the aira€"that she anchors her coarse but strong and not 
unpretty creation. 

Elsa brings down her hands. She's grinning and she can't help it; for 
all her old fears and self-loathinga€"_a curse hiding behind a lovely 
mask_a€"few things make her feel better, sets the blood pumping than 
the exercise of her magic. A cold breeze off the ice path arrives and 
she breathes it in. Refreshing. 

She turns around. It seems like every eye in Alvsted that works is 
upon her. There's open mouths and uncertain, quivering smiles. One of 
the boats that had cast off has been returned to the side of the 
docks, bumping against the damp, mossed wood while its passengers 
stare at their queen and her work. 

She folds her hands. 

_Calm, calm._ 

_Queen it up._ 

Colonel BjA^rklund is serenely regarded. 

"_Now_ I'll return to bed, colonel." 


3 . Maps 

**A/N: I'm deeply sorry this has taken so long to post. I've been 
working on it off and on through two classes that gobbled up my 
attention and my family's selling off the house I've lived in for my 
entire life. Tiredness and distraction kept me away from the keyboard 
and I can only say that I will endeavor to do better.** 

**Thanks to everyone who reviewed or sent PMs . Seeing how many people 



cared about it helped keep me going (Colonel Pepper: See? It's still 
alive.) I am particularly honored to have as a reader one Raberba 
girl, who writes some of the most thought provoking HTTYD fanfiction 
out there. Another guest reviewer-Noctus Fury-had such frighteningly 
close guesses as to my planned storyline that I thought he might have 
been a coworker who overheard me talking about it.** 

**Another addition is the cover art I commissioned from Charles Tan, 
who posts his artwork on tumblr and deviantart and is a brilliant 
artist and consummate professional. I hope I have the chance to hire 
his hands again. ** 

**Once again, I plead with you: don't just fav this story, _review 
it. _Reviews will get me through the final phase of my move and feels 
like I'm eating buttermilk biscuits.** 

**Of State** 

Chapter 2 

Maps 

Elsa rises from her sleep as if from the black depths of an 
exceedingly dark pool, halting a few inches from the surface and 
wakefulness. An arm twitches and her head turns; responsibility 
weakly prods at her mind but cannot stir her further. 

Her sense of duty gains an unlikely ally in the sole manifestation of 
luxury in this room built for a warrior king: a gilt and painted 
porcelain clock perched on the heavy stone fireplace mantle. Tiny 
delicate chimes ring out the quarter-past nine, and Elsa's eyes snap 
open with a sharp inhalation. She lifts herself up from wrinkled 
sheets and bedspread, still clad in the ice-woven garments she'd 
conjured in the middle of the night. 

With a thought she dissolves the dress and turns to her trunks. The 
Queen of Arendelle knows that her fellow monarchs have dressers on 
the staff a€"remembers the agile-fingered maids and footmen who 
attended Mama and Papaa€"but for thirteen years she has seen to her 
own clothing needs and has neither the people or the inclination to 
do otherwise. 

A robin's egg blue dress, a ruffled white blouse, and a low cut 
waistcoat the same color of the skirt are hurriedly donned, but she 
takes her time with shoes. A queen must always be mindful of her feet 
and the shoes they wear; so said Mama. 

Royal Guards snap to attention as the door opens and Elsa steps into 
the hallway, turning to her right, the direction of the great dining 
room. At a tilt of her head, one of the guards leaves the door to 
follow. They walk in silence for a moment, then Elsa turns a corner 
guarded by a suit of armor and speaks. 

"I hope you all had some rest last night." 

"As much as we could. Your Majesty," the man replies. He's fit, with 
a small nose and large moustache, and the collar marks of a lance 
corporal . 


They walk past a squad of tired looking Northern Rangers, attempting 



a tense conversation through yawns and distant eyes. Elsa hears heels 
click and she turns to acknowledge exhausted and belated salutes with 
a nod and smile. There's shadows on their eyes and a sway in their 
movements; evidence of too much time preparing for a royal 
visit . 

She's staring and one of them gives an uncertain smile. Is there 
something displeasing Her Majesty? 

_How long and how hard did this town work for today? And then _this_ 
happens 

"Thank you for your service, gentlemen." It is adequate, barely, and 
Elsa wishes there was a way to say how sorry she was. That they could 
be proud of their town and castle and regiment. Perhaps later; when 
these men don't have to politely hide their wish that their Queen 
would move on and leave them to their beds. 

More clicked heels, "Your Majesty." _Thank you. Now go away and let 
us go to bed._ 

She walks again, but before she turns another corner to descend a 
staircase she sees the same group at the same place, talking again in 
low tones, with grave faces. It seems there's more than one reason 
they can't sleep. 

Governor Gimse is standing beside the high table, on which there is a 
single setting of plate and silverware studded with the royal 
crocus . 

"All is well, Majesty?" 

She hadn't seen Gimse last night. Half the present contingent had 
turned out but there was no sign of Elsa's most senior official in 
Western Uttland; but then how much good she'd have done is beyond the 
queen's vision. Strangely, though, Gimse looks only a little better 
than the soldiers she had spoken with. 

"Well enough. Governor, thank you." 

"Thank _you_. Ma'am; all of Alvsted was talking about it." 

Elsa steps onto the dais and moves toward her seat, the lance 
corporal darting forward to pull out her high-backed chair. A door 
opens behind the governor and a woman in the livery of the queen's 
service appears with a covered platter. Queen Elsa shakes out her 
napkin and settles it into her lap while the servant removes the 
dome, revealing a rack of toast, a hill of fluffy scrambled eggs, and 
a handful of sausages. Her nose sniffs. Venison. 

_Kristoff would never forgive me._ 

A gloved hand appears from her left and places a pewter cup with a 
raised base by her right side. A frown appears briefly on Elsa's 
f acea€"cof f eea€"but she erases it before the server can see. Another 
white-covered hand carefully leaves a small dish of snowy butter and 
the servant bows herself away. Gimse comes to stand before the table 
as Elsa picks up her cutlery. She produces a small black notebook 
from somewhere in her jacket and begins to speak. 



"BjA^rklund has been out on the water since Your Majesty left the 
docks last night. He took a group of men out on the ice to inspect 
the ships up close, " Gimse hurried on when Elsa looked up with 
alarmed eyes. "They kept their distance, just wanted to count boats 
and see if they could put out the flames." 

"Could they?" 

"Yes, Ma'am, and they did. Well, the wind died down and the colonel 
thinks that helped some, but they formed a bucket line." 

Elsa finishes her eggs. They're well-made but piping hot and that 
heat settles into her belly like a shower of rocks hitting the bottom 
of a lake: small, intermittent, but collectively a great weight. A 
careful sip of coffee, then butter is applied to a slice of 
toast . 

"The portmaster was out there briefly; he tells me the ships seem to 
be Uttish in design." 

Elsa is so startled by that casual utterance that she speaks without 
calculation, "Is he sure?" 

"He's been a sailor for sixty years; he'll tell you all about it 
given half the chance," Gisme pauses. "I strongly advise you not to 
give him such a chance. But, yes, he is quite certain." 

Elsa swallows her toast, "Did he recognize any of them?" 

"Not by sight," Gimse consults her notes, brow furrowing. "In fact, 
that was why BjA^rklund tried to save what he could. The fires burnt 
up the sails, there's no sign of any flags, and they couldn't see any 
of the usual information on the hulla€"names and all that. When we 
parted, he was organizing a search of the vessels." 

"The fires are out, then?" 

"Yes, Ma'am, though without your action the ships would have sunk by 
now . " 

_If they hadn't hit the beach and the piers. _ 

"Any survivors?" 

The governor did not consult her notes. 

_Oh_. 

Elsa sips her coffee. It is so strong it seems like it should be 
crawling down her throat like treacle. 

"I'm afraid that none were found. Ma'am." 

A sigh, "No, I don't know what I should have expected, with all that 
f ire . " 

A cloud of white vapor floats past her eyes and Elsa realizes her 
mistake. Gimse ' s mouth is open just a little, and her eyebrows 
threaten to vanish into her hairline. The lance corporal has taken up 
position behind his Queen and does nothing. Perhaps her guard has 



become disentranced through familiarity. It's a thought that is both 
pleasing and disconcerting. 

"Sorry," she tells the governor. "It's aa€ i derivative effect of the 
powers. It's why I don't like taking hot drinks in front of others; 
it can be discomfiting." 

"Only a little surprising. Your Majesty." 

_As you like_. Elsa has grown comfortable in her own ice casting 
skin, but she's aware of all the personal eccentricit ies that come 
with them and successful Queens Regnant did not go about startling 
their subjects. At the very least it was rude. 

"Were you awake, governor?" 

"I grew up with four brothers. Ma'am; bells don't bother me, but they 
woke my maid. _She_ got me out of bed after considerable effort; she 
has many thankless tasks, that girl. I came out just in time to see 
you finish your work." 

"There wasn't much thought to it," Elsa replies, placing her knife 
and fork neatly on the plate and folding her napkin like it was a 
picture in a how-to book. "There were docks and boats, all wooda€"and 
this city is almost completely made of trees. I could only think of 
brute force to stop them from crashing into Alvsted and what I think 
tends to become ice." 

"There's always a place for brute force in ruling. Ma'am," Gimse 
says, eyeing the guardsman. 

"Perhaps, but I'm not used to it," she tells the woman. 

There was once a room, where she exuberantly formed elegant vaults, 
tall doors on silent hinges, and a delicate chandelier. A centerpiece 
of freedom, her sanctum within a sanctuary. Lit up to a hazy yellow, 
it was violated first by cold men with evil intentions and then by 
her fear-seeded spell work. She almost became a monster there, only 
to be stopped by a _real_ monster in a pretty mask and impeccable 
uniform . 

The Queen of Arendelle rises, thanks the servant that reappears, and 
makes for the door. Gimse and the corporal are expected to follow and 
they do so. 

Elsa hates most of the things she's things she's done; not that 
glorious but now empty palace, nor her contributions to the castle's 
edifice, but they are small compact acts compared to burying her 
kingdom in snow. Too much of her magic had gone into those 
declarations of fear. From then on, she has decided, her hands will 
craft art and useful works. There was no time for artistry on the 
bridge, and now she must see what it has done for these people. 

The small party reaches the entry hall, festooned with pennants and 
portraits of over a century's worth of regimental commanders. A door 
opens on one wall between two colonels who appear to be carrying the 
same field glasses and Lieutenant Ernst steps out, with circled eyes 
and a uniform that's seen more than a day's worth of use. Over this 
is a gray greatcoat that he is busily buttoning until he notices 
Elsa . 



"Your Majesty? We thought you may prefer to sleep in this 
morning . " 

She looks him up and down. There's slicks of dirt on his boots, ash 
is smeared on his greatcoat and stains his gloves. There's a lump in 
a coat pocketa€"a roll, perhaps, snatched from the mess. 

"You seem to need it more," she tells him honestly. 

He shrugs helplessly. "It can't be helped. Ma'am; Colonel BjA^rklund 
wants me around. I was just relaying orders to the castle guardaC"" 
he nodded to the door behind him, "a€"to prepare tables for items 
we've collected. The colonel wants Master Run to inspect 
them . " 

"Here?" Elsa looks at the door again, "There were warehouses near the 
docks; I would think they'd be more convenient." 

"The colonel is preparing those for another purpose, " Ernst reports 
primly; for all BjA^rklund's displeasure with him, Ernst is obviously 
his man. "Besides which. Master Run is a respected elder; it was felt 
he should work in comfort." 

"And there is none at the beaches, " Elsa speaks the thought that had 
gone unmentioned. 

"Decidedly not. Ma'am." 

"Well, I shall see for myself, shan't I?" 

Ernst blanches, looks at the corporala€"silent ly appealing, really: 
_step up and do your duty!_ 

"Thata€"thata€ | " the lieutenant reaches, scrabbles for words. "That 
is really not necessary. Your Majesty. Colonel BjA^rklund has 
everything well in hand, I assure you. I'll report your interest to 
him and I'm sure he will be happy to brief youa€"" 

"A briefing is not the same as _seeing_, lieutenant. Have my horse 
sent up, I want to see for myself." 

"Majesty," there's an urgency in his voice, an inflection of a deep 
feeling, "I warn you, this isn't happy work. There are dead men out 
there, and they are not merely dead, but they are _burned_. " 

"I understand," Elsa says. And listens to Anna. 

_Queen it up, Elsa!_ 

"Now fetch my horse." 

Ernst opens his mouth but reconsiders when he finds no help in the 
faces of the guardsman or even the governor. He salutes and 
disappears through a small portal cut into the great doors of the 
keep's entry hall. 

She steps through the opening herself, to breathe in the morning air. 
The great courtyard is quiet, with but a few men about, hauling 
buckets and heavy sacks. None of the panic of last night. 



_0r it has just moved elsewhere_. 

She shifts her eyes over to the great gates, looks out into the 
square built up by the fortress, and sees a lifelessness more 
pronounced than that in the castle. At least here, soldiers have a 
purpose and no reason for loitering about. But no ordinary subject 
walking to work or home? No shoppers, couriers, or simple walkers 
enjoying the air? 

_They ' re at the beach_. She knew, somehow, that a nexus had formed on 
the pebbly shore, drawing in gawkers and the frightened. 

She hears the clip of hooves on cobblestones, sees Ernst with mounted 
guardsmen and Snowdrop. 

_Now I'll be among them_. 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>The square is as empty as she first suspected. Snowdrop is drawn 
over to a street leading down to the seashore, passing darkened 
storefronts and apartments. As she passes a wide alley, a short, 
stocky man in the dark-blue and yellow livery of the Royal Post 
busily stuffs envelopes into a set of personal boxes, taking no 
notice of his queen. Down another alley an old woman bent over a cane 
hisses a conversation with a younger woman, dressed for a day of fish 
mongering that never came to pass. The drab lady watches Elsa pass, 
but offers no recognition, blinking erratically . <p> 

Alvsted is silenta€"whether in mourning or anticipation of suffering 
not even the city knows . The queen and her guard see few people and 
garner little attention, save one patrolling watchman's salute. But 
her other subjectsa€| 

Beyond the warehouses, the sheds, the piles of coiled ropes and 
chains, the cobbled wharves, is the swarming denizens of Alvsted 
gathered around the anchor point of the ice leading out to the dead 
ships. For all the noise they make it is like seeing an army of 
ghosts: the conversations are muttered, subdued, and the people 
stumble over each other in dazes. There are loud voices every now and 
then from the front, where spear wielding Northern Rangers stand 
every three paces and cross their weapons to bar entry. 

Elsa clucks her tongue and moves Snowdrop towards the crowd. An 
Utta€" judging from his garba€"not ices her and points rudely in 
excitement . 

"Look! The Queen!" 

Heads turn, eyes open wide and subdued voices are suddenly rising. 

Her escort dismounts and moves to surround an alighting Elsa. The 
Royal Guard troops are scowlinga€"too many people who are too near 
their charge, and they're new enough to have little patience for 
excited and curious peasants. Elsa only smilesa€"not a happy one, but 
small and sad, displaying awareness that something grave is 
happening. It's the kind your mother gives you at your father's 
funeral . 

"Good morning," she says, because it's appropriate, "Colonel 



BjA 5 rklund is here?" 

"Yes, Your Grace, " says a woman clutching a shawl around her 
shoulders and the hand of a small boy. His eyes are big, frightened 
and awestruck; scary ships and the queen in _one day_. Wow. 

There's movement, and a certain voice rises. It's tired and hoarse 
from snapping orders and gabbing with workers and officials for 
several hours. BjA^rklund bursts past the woman with a shawl, 
absentmindedly ruffling the hair of the child as he passes. He's 
buttoning up a white service tunic now smudged with black grime, some 
of which has reached his left cheek, looking like someone with a 
dirty hand has slapped him. Filthy gloves are tucked into his belt, 
and his ruddy hands are trembling. He needs to shave, sort whiskers 
surrounding a slightly open mouth. 

Ernst is with them, and he shrinks from BjA^rklund's angry glance; 
Elsa wonders if she will have to intervene to save the lieutenant's 
career . 

"Majesty," the colonel says with a brief bow, "I beg your pardon for 
all this unpleasantness. I hope you slept well?" 

"As well as I could," Elsa replies, patting Snowdrop's nose. 

"Very good," BjA^rklund smiles. There's no cheer in it, the grimace 
before undertaking an unhappy task would be more appropriate. 

Still giving that untrue expression, he continues: "It's very kind of 
you to come out. Majesty. You can see the people here are worried. I 
must take responsibility: some of my rangers spoke imprudently to 
friends and family here and. . .Well, " he shrugs helplessly, his smile 
now asking for sympathy, "rumors were born." 

"Rumors _hell,_" someone shouts. "Let us _see_ them!" 

Smile gone, BjA^rklund rounds in the direction of the voice. "_Who 
said that?_" 

Whoever was brave enough to inject himself into a conversation 
between queen and colonel has lost his courage when BjA^rklund's eyes 
dart from man to man. 

"_Who_ said that? _Who_, damn you, " the colonel stares but there is 
no answer. "I have had _enough_ of this nonsense. I have said it, 
time and again, and I say it now before our queen: we know _nothing_ 
of those men on the ships. We don't know their origins, which side of 
the border they're from, whose family they belong to, 

_nothing_. " 

"Absolutely nothing?" Elsa feels silly for asking, but she has just 
arrived and this is the first she hears of it. 

BjA^rklund is silent for a moment, and then quietly replies: "There 
is materiel on the ships. Majesty, anda€ | bodies , " he's unhappy to say 
it. "But there isa€"" 

"How many?" 

"I'm sorry. Majesty?" 



"How many bodies are there?" 

BjA^rklund looks around at the gathered subjects of Alvsted, "Dozens. 
We have not made a full count yeta€"there ' s more on the ships, and 
men are searching intact holds to see if there was anyone below 
decks . " 

The Queen of Arendelle suddenly moves forward, past the commander of 
the Northern Rangers and into the surprised crowd. They part for her, 
as if she was a knife and they butter. The colonel rapidly moves in 
front of her. 

"Your Majesty," he begins. 

"I wish to see them." 

"You shouldn't," BjA^rklund says and if his face were any graver 
there would be a tombstone growing from his forehead. They're still 
in motion and the colonel is leaning over, looking into her face, 
_imploring_. "These bodies are _burned_, Majesty, the flames were 
just put out a short while ago. We're not keeping them; I've sent men 
to dig a common grave." 

Elsa is appalled, "But they're Uttish. Gimse told me." 

"Yes, we're sure of that," BjA^rklund says, glancing about gloomily 
at the people still around them. 

"They'll have families." 

BjA 5 rklund's face hardens. 

"They _have_ to know," she hisses at him, giving up. 

"If it were possible. Majesty," the colonel says carefully in the 
tone of a man much older than he is, "I would make it happen." 

He is about to say more, but he notices the sudden openness, the 
unmolested daylight that meets every part of him. The Queen's path 
has taken them beyond the crowd and past the perimeter his men 
patrolled with spears and cold looks. 

Elsa stares at the lines of lumpy sheets laid out across the beach. 
There's no uniformity: some of the blankets are white, others are 
brown, blue, greena€"someone had just wanted sheets _now_ and a poor 
scared private had just snatched up what he found in some cupboard 
somewhere. And the lumps are all unique too; hills big and small, 
plains here and there, the beach has a multicolored archipelago of 
mysterious geography. The sheets and the lumps are some yards away 
from the icy bridge, which is being trod upon by a pair of rangers, 
wearing no tunics or greatcoat, bearing suspenders and stained 
undershirts and hefting a litter. Further down the white lane other 
men are walking, carrying saws, chisels, knives, and axes. She can 
see the frozen ship graveyard, masts and prows jabbing up from the 
ice, and as she watches a mast slowly droops to the side amongst 
echoing shouts. The battered and scorched timber tipped over further 
and fell into the water with an angry _crack_ and a mighty splash. 

For a moment the Queen can't breathe but then she hears relieved 
laughter from the tip of her icy peninsula and knows her people are 



unhurt . 


At least _those_ people, anyway. 

It is the prerogative of the sea to test those who live off it with 
mighty, chilling winds. And it is now that the Northern Seas choose 
to send a stiff breeze into Alvsted. 

It carries death into Elsa's face. 

Pork fat, fallen off the chop and into hot coals. Beef hissing in a 
frying pan. Sulfur belching from mudpots in the trolls' valley. Burnt 
liver. It's an army of scents sewn together into a hideous monster 
that assaults Elsa's nose and she coughs in horrified surprise. 

Behind her a frightened moan and exclamations arose, mixing in the 
air like squabbling birds. 

The two rangers step off the ice and onto the pebbly beach. The 
leader makes for the end of the line of sheets, which has fallen on 
Elsa's right, avoiding a shiny-scaled triangular rock with is feet. 
The man on the other side of the litter is not so fortunate. 

It's not much of a trip; Elsa's seen worse from her bedroom window, 
overlooking a garden where Anna had endeavored to discover all the 
means by which one could conceivably injure oneself using nothing but 
one's own two feet and a small piece of debris chosen at random. The 
little princessa€"_oh so litt le_a€"had landed on her front, her back, 
hands, knees, feet, and head; immediately or stumbling in any 
direction to regain her balance, utterly failing anywhere from three 
to eight feet away from the offending stone. (Elsa _refuses_ to think 
of the falls within the castle walls, the ones she knew of only when 
Anna came whimpering to her door with untended _ouchies_ and no 
comfort in sight.) 

The ranger stumblesa€"curses t iredlya€"and the litter tips and a claw 
reaches for the ground. The fingers are black with char and stiff 
with death, cooked red muscle seems to shine where dark gristle could 
not take hold, and a blackened broken chain attached to a filthy 
manacle swings like a pendulum. 

Elsa's gasp is deep and poisoned. The gods are not merciful enough to 
stop her eyes from turning to the bundles of linen and ruined flesh, 
and she can _see_ now the burned links snaking from beneath the 
sheets and she _knows_. 

There were no survivors and there never will be. 

That these men were _never_ meant to leave those ships alive. 

She has turned the sea and beaches of Alvsted into an ice-bound 
charnel . 

Boots crunch around her as Elsa's stomach rebels and she bends over 
in a body-wide grimace of discomfort. Out comes the breakfast so 
lately prepared in the castle's kitchen, splattering across the 
ground and then crackling under a blanket of spreading ice. 

_Perfect_. The colonel's hand appears in her vision, offering a pure 
white handkerchief. She looks up and sees rangers and guardsmen 
surrounding their sickened queen. 



"Thank you," she tells BjA^rklund. 

"Your Majesty," he replies softly, kindly. "There's no shame in 
this . " 

She wipes her face and nose, spits into the cloth, then folds the 
soiled parts away. 

"I was not as prepared as I had thought, colonel. I'm 
sorry . " 

BjA^rklund shakes his head, "None of us were prepared to find all 
_this_. Ma'am. Three rangers got sick when we found the bodies." 

"I threw up after Kevin, Majesty," a ranger with lieutenant's 
markings pipes up. 

"_Dude, shut up_, " a voice hisses at him. 

"Just trying to make her feel better, " the first ranger 
mutters . 

"Forgive me for saying so. Majesty," BjA^rklund says after glaring 
briefly at Kevin's friend, "but it would please us greatly if you 
were to return to the castle." 

Elsa looked around at the dead, the living, and the unknown. So much 
of the latter. 

"Yes, you're probably right," she pauses, looks at the crowd, and 
tucks away the colonel's handkerchief. "There's so _many_. " 

"Indeed, Majesty." 

"Is there no way to find these men's' families?" 

"If there is. Majesty, I have yet to hear of it," BjA^rklund's voice 
is sad, defeated. He has lived here for years. Knows these people. 
_Depends_ on them for his recruits, his food, and his work. 

_Protects_ them in the name of the crown. He isn't callous, can't 
afford to be. 

Elsa feels her tour is a disaster in more ways than she thought just 
this morning. She has made a fool of herself in front of her sister's 
beau, she misses Anna more than any woman of one and twenty should, 
seen death wash up onto her shores, and now she has acted like a 
petulant child in front of this good soldier who is doing his 
best . 

"I'll return now," she tells him, "your advice was very forceful, 
Colonel BjA^rklund, but you were right." 

"May Your Majesty forgive me; my father told me once that I should 
never show a queen anything I wasn't prepared to show my mother." 

A smile twitches into existence on her face. "And what about 
kings ? " 

"Kings should hold their stomachs," BjA^rklund says, with the tone of 
an obvious fact. She gives a small laugh, smothered beneath her hand. 



This is no place for it, though he has made her feel a little 
better . 

She walks toward Snowdrop again, murmurs gentle words to the 
Alvsteders, Arendellan and Uttlander alike, lets them touch her and 
feel the coolness, and tries not to give them frostbite. To be 
brave . 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>It is late afternoon now. Lamps are lit around the castle, sit on 
a great table in a room built by and for men of violent intent. On 
the wall there's a huge map of Western Uttland, pins marking where 
the Northern Rangers have detached platoons and squads to watch the 
frontier. Near this is a huge wooden pile of pigeonholes, from which 
protrude a forest's worth of rolled-up maps. On another wall is King 
Oskar II, glaring down at the gathering officers and his descendent 
from atop a rearing charger, perhaps wondering why these people 
aren't marching on Uttland and completing his great 
conquest . <p> 

_Take up your sword, girl,__ Elsa fancies he says, _and take what 
those Utts offer by their indolence and narrow minds. _ 

She stops herself from shrugging and saying she never learned the 
sword. _Sorry, Grandpapa. _ 

The table is heavy and gouged. BjA^rklund's predecessors were fond of 
using knives to hold their maps in place. On it, more or less neatly 
positioned by regimental staff, are what can only be described as 
debris. Trash, really, waterlogged and burnt; if somebody had found 
this collection on the ground in Arendelle City they'd chuck it in a 
dustbin and complain about littering. 

But these itemsa€"_evidence_a€"was found not on a street or down an 
alley, but on the extinguished ships that hung suspended in ice. 

There are three helmets, two belt buckles, five arm braces, an ash 
streaked sheath for a large knife, scraps of cloth and mail, a 
sword's hilt with a broken blade, anda€"oddlya€"pieces of wood cut 
from the ships themselves. A blackened, half destroyed wooden bucket 
sits on the floor. 

The only one seated is the Queen of Arendelle. Some ranger decided 
none of the solid, scratched chairs was good enough for the royal 
backside, and carried up a soft-cushioned and gilded seat from one of 
the guest quarters. BjA^rklund probably approves. 

Artem Kun is holding a helmet in two plump hands. The first time Elsa 
has seen him today is when he walked in twenty minutes ago, in a dark 
brown waistcoat and black boots rendered dull by frequent use. He had 
smiled and bowed to her, and then looked at the table. 

The smile has not returned. 

BjA 5 rklund stands beside his Queen, dressed in a fresh uniform. Every 
time Kun picks up an object, the commander of the Northern Rangers 
comments on it, or has one of the other rangers speak. The agent has 
yet to say a word. 


Kun gently lays the helmet down and picks up the broken sword with 



both hands, respectfully turning it over and examining it 
closely . 

"That was found on the deck of what we've called Ship Three," 
BjA 5 rklund says, tapping a sheet of paper bearing a drawing of the 
ships in the icy graveyard. "It's the only weapona€"or rather, the 
closest thing to a weapona€"we've recovered. Everything else is basic 
warrior's material: clothing, geara€ | " 

Run stares at the hilt a moment longer and replaces it with a sad 
reverence on the table. He stands there for a moment, takes a deep 
breath, and turns to Elsa. 

"Your Majesty, those mena€ | " he begins, swallows, "a€| those poor men 
are of the Northern Alliance; they're Drago Bludvist's men." 

A groan comes from one of the men, but otherwise the room is silent. 
Either BjA^rklund has trained his officers well or they have been 
expecting this. Elsa is inclined to believe the former. 

"You're certain?" she asks. 

Run nods, tightly. He picks up the handle again and shuffles over to 
her side of the table, carefully holds the broken sword with his left 
hand while the right taps the pommel. 

"You see this symbol. Majesty? The sword represents Drago placing 
himself and his forces between dragons and the people. The 
dragona€ | well , rather speaks for itself." 

It also looks like the sword is impaling the dragon's head, but Elsa 
takes Run at his word. In the end it probably means the same 
anyway . 

Again, Run lays the ruined weapon down; his hands are trembling. "The 
crest is elsewhere: the helmets, some of the buckles, the 
sheatha€ | these are markings only Drago ' s men could carry. Anyone else 
would be tarred and feathered." 

"Who could have done this?" 

_There_ is the question that Elsa needed, that it seems only she 
could have spoken. To her surprise it is BjA^rklund who 
answers . 

"Your Majesty, the answer is here, " he says, leaning forward between 
Run and the Queen. He surprises her again when he plucks up wooden 
shards from the table and places them carefully before her in a 
practiced manner, laying them in a row. She leans forward to examine 
the odd collection, and now sees the tan, freshly gouged wood 
practically burning beside the weathered surface. There are lines, 
then she blinks and as if by magic they join to form letters. The 
letters expand into words . 

_The words. _ 

Elsa does not think herself a prude; that closed door rendered her 
invisible to the odd servant that tripped, dropped, cut, and stubbed 
themselves and cursed with wild abandon. Even so she feels an 
unpleasant warmth in her ears, knows that her cheeks are coloring 



(well, if one looks closely) . 


Colonel BjA^rklund seems to realize what he's just done, blushes 
himself and mutters an almost 

Inaudible "Now _I'm_ doing it." There's no repairing the damage so he 
just jabs a finger at a specific jumble of words and Elsa follows it, 
grateful to be able to play along. 

_Don't come back._ 

Odd that: a sentence acceptable in polite society, and yet it almost 
visibly _drips_ with more hatred than that of the obscenities. Her 
eyes move to another wooden scrap. 

_Odin curse you._ 

Her gaze shifts. 

_Thor strike you._ 

Another look. 

_Freya make your wife's belly into desert. _ 

Poetically vicious. 

These are not the only words; _widows and orphans_ are carved right 
next to a strip of jagged blackness. She's bewildered by the 
statement _For Dizmal_ and a rather long sentence, obscured by 
scorching, that apparently ended with _children_. 

There's so much anger and hate in these words, plunged by demonic 
blades into the sides of the innocent shipsa€"what crime could those 
boats do, after alla€"that she almost doesn't recognize the letters, 
the same she sees on state papers, on store signs, in her old grammar 
books and on Anna's erratically spelled and increasingly desperate 
letters . 

"Norse," she murmurs, looks up. "This is Norse." 

The language of the Northmen and Northwomen, of Arendelle, of the 
peoplea€ i 

a€|_Odin save usa€|_ 

a€ | the people her ancestors had driven out of their forts and 
villages on the mainland. An act of treachery to birth a 
kingdom. 

"_Vikings?_ Why would Vikings doa€|?" a pale hand flutters over the 
table and then in the vague direction of the docks. 

BjA^rklund doesn't know, says as much. "We can only surmise that they 
were provoked by Bludvist's presence." 

"How?" Run's voice is terse, surprising Elsa and making BjA^rklund 
stare, "How could Drago _possibly_ have provoked something like 
this ?" 



"Master Kun, he _did_ lead an armyaE | " 

"To fight _dragons!_ From all reports, the Barbaric Archipelago 
_teems_ with dragons. The only reason he would have sailed among 
thosea€"" Kun turned a worrisome red as he shut his eyes and seemed 
to physically struggle with his own voice, "a€"those _people_ is to 
kill the dragons ravaging their own villages." 

"I am not saying his wasn't a noble endeavor. Master Kun," BjA^rklund 
says in the calmness of extended conciliation, "But I hope you see 
that an army of strangers with strange weapons suddenly appearing out 
of nowhere may set anybody on a warpath." 

"Anyone with a pinch of reason could have seen that army's purpose on 
their first hunt. I put it to you that no provocation was 
needed . " 

"'Strange weapons'?" 

BjA 5 rklund turns to his Queen, "The Northern Alliance devised an 
ingenious arsenal of dragon-targeted weaponry and traps. Your Grace. 
Ineffective against human troops with any brains, of course, but it 
wouldn't be obvious to someone who didn't know better. They 
area€ | rather intimidating designs." 

"It serves morale. Majesty," Kun added. 

"Agreed," the colonel says. "But only for the side that possesses 
them. And the Vikings likely looked at Bludvist's men and their 
equipment and came to a conclusiona€"not that Bludvist did anything 
provocative," Kun ' s retort dies, "but merely bringing in some of 
those devicesa€ i " 

Kun is already disputing this. Elsa can't blame him: the Northern 
Alliance was the closest thing to a nation his people had cobbled 
together in perhaps a century and now it was bleeding from some 
unseen wound. But BjA^rklund is right, too; she has no idea what 
shape these "strange weapons" took, but those words are enough to 
unnerve her. She'd anticipated General Fleischer's discourses on 
modern armaments in the same way Anna looked forward to comportment 
instruction (although she did not go through three war ministers in 
the same period), but she'd listened as he described the stagnancy of 
the field, rendering one army much the same as any other. What did 
Bludvist build out there, beyond the sight of her governors and 
officers ? 

But she looks at Kun againa€"Artem Kun, the Crown's loyal agent, 
keeper of the peace and bearer of Her Arendellan Majesty's good 
intent ionsa€"and feels guilty for the thought. He'd championed 
Bludvist to her, never presented the man as anything but a defender 
of human life. Only the gods knew where he was or what state he was 
in . 

"Questions of provocation aside, " Elsa interrupts, and is promptly 
embarrassed when they fall quiet and she realizes she doesn't have 
anything to say. Her mind sorts thoughts in a panic, settling on 
something almost as grave as the deaths that inspired this 
meeting . 


"I thinka€ | those ships were still burning, when they appeared; 



wouldn't that mean the Vikings are close to our shores?" She looks 
around, says: "Very close. Where might they have come 
from? " 

BjA^rklund's staff officers glance at each other, some of the redness 
drains from Run's face. It's a question they have no answer for, a 
thought like lightning across a darkening sky. Mutterings 
arise . 

_Brevra?_ 

_No, Vallson came in to see the Queen, I saw him outside the gates. 
He'd have said something. _ 

_What else is out there? Lunv_A s y_a? Has anybody been by there 
lately ?_ 

_Wrong direction._ 

_But perhaps the winda€"_ 

"Excuse me. Majesty," BjA^rklund silences the men with a glare, then 
leans down, reaching for the bucket. "I believe the ships actually 
traveled some distance, though how long may be anyone's guess. In 
fact, " he gently places the blackened piece of refuse before Elsa, 
"the ships were well under way before they were set alight." 

The bucket is tipped, and Elsa sees the scorched sides, black and 
papery, and the flame-chewed bottom. 

"We found this hanging in the mast on number six. Majesty, still hot. 
You can see some ashes there, do you see?" 

She peers in, squints; _thinks _she can see something chalky in the 
darkness, where the bottom has not been eaten away. 

She doesn't speak, but BjA^rklund continues as if she has: "It seems 
to have the consistency of coal ash. We've found pieces of similar 
buckets on the other boats." 

The bucket tips back. 

"Your Majesty, I have an idea, a theorem on all this ghastly 
business," BjA^rklund steps away from the table, picks up a long 
cane, and taps the border of the map. "Somewhere north of our 
coastline, there was undoubtedly combat between the Northern Alliance 
and Viking inhabitants of the Barbaric Archipelago. The outcome seems 
to have been in the Vikings' favor." 

Run looks down, says nothing. Elsaa€"hesitant ly , she's new at all 
thisa€"reaches to touch his arm before resuming her attentive 
posture . 

"The officers were seized and fettered to some captured boats. 

TheiraC | executioners took time to carve upon the boats, while some 
malevolent mind among them devised a means to extend their agony. He 
took eight bucket sa€"including this, " he swings the cane, taps the 
burnt container, "and filled them with coals. After he secured the 
buckets to the masts, he ignited the coals and launched the 
ships . " 



The tip of the cane tapped the map again, and began to trace an 
imaginary line. 

"When they began their final journey, the boats were perfectly 
serviceable. But as the coals burned, the heat ate through their 
containers. Eventually, gaps appeared in the wood, through which the 
hot coals poured through, raining on the decks and in turn setting 
them aflame." 

BjA 5 rklund lowers the cane, looks at the map with sad consideration. 
Then turns back to his Queen. 

"Whether by design or accident, the ships approached our shore line. 
The winds in those waters are yet unknown to me. But if it is 
designa€ i " 

If it is design, it is a thrown gauntlet. Tossing dead men, _her_ 
subjects possibly among them, on _her_ shores, so near another sliver 
of holocaust, can only be a challenge. 

_To me?_ It's a new idea, people wanting to hurt _Elsa_, instead of 
her wounding others in her clumsy and unpracticed sorcery. Moments 
pass before the novelty fades, when the realization strikes that no, 
it is not simply _her_ but an entire kingdom that is being accosted. 
And there are _so many_ subjects, most of whom would be innocently 
meandering in the Vikings' path to their Queen; and there is no small 
number who would plant themselves before her as well, and meet swords 
with their own. 

The discussion has taken off again like a flock of startled pigeons. 
Despite her better inclinations, she ignores the muttering and 
scraping papers, eyes on the map and _thinking_ of the cities 
clinging to the coastline, fortresses with skeletal caretaker 
companiesa€"soldiers more accustomed to fighting rotten timbers and 
spiders than armed men. Offshore are bored sailors chasing down 
smugglers in small but swift boatsa€"the heaviest of which barely 
rates as a corvette. Her father and the regents saw no _need__ and 
therefore there had been no _budget_, though the Ministers of War and 
the Navy put forward their best arguments year after year (and to 
their credit, received all denials with clicked heels and respectful 
bows) . 

_0h, Anna._ Anna in a castle progressively disarmed by generations of 
kings and queens birthing families that necessitated fewer blades, 
blunt objects, and projectiles lying about. Little Anna sleeping in 
her pink bedroom, while Vikings crowd their big dirty longboats and 
start rowing. Sweet Anna in her flowered dresses, dancing around the 
halls, drinking tea with ducks, going on long bike rides with 
paintings from the Royal Gallery strapped to the seat (Elsa supposes; 
she does not have a good idea of what her sister does all day) . But 
then she'll look up and see the strange ships entering the fjord and 
she'll grin and run to them, waving because she's Anna and she does 
that because the person she was closest to in all the world closed 
her doors and her heart, and then the Vikings will jump out of their 
boats with fire and steel in their hands and hate in their eyes, and 
they'll see Anna and _oh Anna no Anna noa€|_ 


"Your Grace?" 



BjA^rklund, softly, a little frightened. It takes a moment for Elsa 
to see why, for her head has taken it upon itself to float about. But 
she blinksa€"harda€"and inhales deeply, for which her lungs are 
surprisingly grateful. She looks around, scrapes shards of ice 
beneath her heels, and sees breath hanging in the air like cigar 
smoke. Blinks againa€"_harder_a€"and Anna's warm hug erases the 
careless magic. 

"I beg your pardon," she says, in soft primness. "I was thinking 
ofa€|the possibilities. The coastal settlements, the capital; this is 
going to alarm everyone." 

The colonel looks relieved to move on, "True, Majesty. Governor Gimse 
is meeting with the mayor and has sent word to the villages; I have 
proposed to call up militias and set patrols for the beaches and 
borders. The Northern Rangers will take its companies from the border 
and set them to guarding the coast, " he frowned, "As much as it needs 
guarding; some places don't need swords for a defense. But we'll see 
to it. As for the capital, I dare say Your Majesty will see to it 
yourself, with the able counsel of General Fleischer and Admiral 
Halversson, of course." 

At first Elsa doesn't _really _hear it; the words take a long, 
snare-filled path to her mind, arriving with gasping lungs, but when 
she _understands_ the ice itches in her fingers. 

"You want me to _leave?_" she hisses, curling up her hands into tight 
fists, trying to keep the frost in. 

The colonel blinks, a little confusion enters his voice. "Your safety 
is paramount. Majesty. The gods only know how many Vikings are 
blundering about the Northern Seas or where they are. They could be 
sailing towards us right now. If Alvsted or Arendellan Uttland 
becomes a battleground, I could not guarantee your safetya€ | " 

"_I _could, " Elsa says grimly. Floating up in her mind are dark 
ideas: sharp toothed and fingered chimeras of ice and powder, thick 
heavy crystallinef ortresses with slippery, spiked walls, storms that 
can leave the tallest Viking buried in cold blackness. She'd done it 
beforea€ i 

a€ i before when she was a scared little girl with a crown too big for 
her and a sister too stupid and brave to know when to give up on her 
only family. Storms and snowmen and ice castles had almost killed 
Anna, and left nothing to be proud of. 

BjA 5 rklund is kneeling now beside her, pleading, "Your 
Ma jestya€ i " 

"The _people, " _she blurts out, a hand turning its palm towards her 
while the other touched its wrist, "the people _mustn't _think 
they're being abandoned." 

"No, Majesty," BjA^rklund lowers his head, ready to receive 
orders . 

"I shall leave only after I make it clear that the Crown __will_ 
protect them. Colonel BjA^rklund, I brevet you to the rank of 
brigadier general, with authority over all my land forces in the 
province. Expect and prepare for reinforcements from the other 



provinces, defense of my civilian subjects are your highest 
priority . " 


"As you wish; thank you. Your Majesty," if he's pleased with his new 
ranka€"provisional as it may bea€"it doesn't show. No smile, and his 
eyes are already far away, his mind on cliffs and passes, hundreds if 
not thousands of men that needed feeding, watering, and placement. 
Fleischer chose well. 

At Elsa's glance, a guardsman steps forward. "We're leaving at 
sunrise. Tell my ladies and the guards to be discrete, and efficient. 
No rushing, no panic. We will _not_ show fear." 

Heels are clicked, a head dips, and the guard leaves. BjA^rklund 
stands respectfully, gestures to a nearby captain, mind full of 
orders. Elsa looks at her hands, rubs a wrist. 

"We _cannot_ show fear." 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>Governor Gimse comes to hear Elsa's speech, with a few mayors and 
provincial elders in tow. They're fleshed out by some city leaders. 
It's a motley group, small and shocked. Some are well-dressed, having 
ridden all day for what they thought would be a banquet, a pleasant 
introduction to their still-mysterious young queen. Others are 
clothed for labor, or a day at home . <p> 

It's not a good speech. Elsa doesn't have the time, the help, and 
barely any inspiration, save attempting to assuage some of Alvsted's 
fears. Salve the wounds of the Uttlanders. She does what she can, 
promises soldiers and ships. Town criers are already out mustering 
the militia, and BjA^rklund only appears halfway through the address, 
looking harried. 

The city's principal priest glances at a pocket watch whenever he 
thinks Elsa isn't looking and when she is finished, he makes a quick 
bow and almost sprints out of the castle. The harbor needs to be 
purified, the spirits of the dead nudged towards whichever gods will 
claim them. 

When Elsa can sleep that nighta€"between gasping awakeningsa€"she 
dreams of the harbor's water turning from cool blue to hungry black, 
the tide scattering burned and ruined bones across the waterfront 
beneath her feet . 

A handmaid dutifully and gently awakes her just before dawn. Elsa 
descends the stairs like a sad ghost, taking no apparent notice of 
the company that stands at attention along her path. It's fine, 
because they don't seem to take notice of her as well. 

The farewells are brief, regrets are exchanged. Elsa's are genuine: 
the tour is a failure, a fine city is shuddering, and she is going 
home . 

"When this is all over," she promises, "I will return, and finish 
what was interrupted." 

The carriage is moving again, climbing the mountainside, and the 
Queen of Arendelle looks back over Alvsted, the endless waters, and 



the cemetery she built just beyond the harbor. She can see glints 
rippling in the streets, ranks of _her_ subjects marching to assembly 
points with ancient pikes, spears, swords, and axes. There hasn't 
been a war here for a century. 

_Who would start one? What sort of monster could have done this?_ 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>Hiccup feels the muscles shifting beneath him, sees the clouds 
give way to glittering ocean, and knows what happens next. He lifts 
the handles, locks them in place, and throws his legs back along the 
flapping body of Toothless. The scream of a Night Fury's descent 
chills his spine, echoes in his heart and head and beneath his helm 
he's grinning like a fool.<p> 

When Hiccup walks on solid earth, he must be mindful of errant rocks 
and depressions in the soil, of bustling people and their shelters. 
When he swims, he must eye the water with suspicion, for at the first 
sign of carelessness it will grab him, snatch away his air, and throw 
him far from home. But the skies are not so crowded, as greedy, as 
brutal; it is so vast and empty that it almost seems glad of his 
company . 

Black wings snap out, arresting Toothless's descent and leveling them 
out several yards from the water. The dragon relaxes, going into a 
swift glide that takes them almost a mile before he begins working 
those muscles again, hurling them forward at a pace Stoick once 
called "break-neck-back-ribs-and-hip . " Hiccup tips his chin down, 
trying to find a position where the wind wasn't throwing itself into 
his eyes. The helm helpsa€"part of the reason he designed it, after 
alla€"but nothing is perfect, as he constantly rediscovers in the 
bloodied path to closure. 

Stacks are approaching; silent, stony, and mossy playthings of some 
forgetful god, perhaps. Hiccup idly wonders which one. Perhaps 
HA5A°r; blind gods couldn't be expected to keep track of everything, 
and HA5A°r has always struck Hiccup as a good-hearted but 
absentminded deity. 

He leans to the left, tugging on the handles, and Toothless banks 
with him. Today, they would run in under the arch, go through Routine 
4. Fly home. Prepare for Mathantir. 

There is the arch, rising out of the sea like a mountain left 
unfinished for budget reasons, caked with moss and infested with lazy 
birds. The smarter fowls take flight when they see the black speck 
growing larger at sonic speed. The stupid sit and stand, with the 
avian look of confused indolence, until Toothless and Hiccup scream 
in and the sound and smell of _dragon_ becomes too much, and they 
flee, shitting in idiotic fear. The two swoop in among the piles, and 
Hiccup leaves behind the sky's freedom and enters the mindset of a 
warlord of the north. 

There's nothing special about this placea€"there ' s little ground 
worth settling on the nearby island, the water is shallow, and 
there's rock and driftwood everywhere. Hiccup believes, from the rich 
catches reported nearby, that the piles are a vibrant breeding ground 
for fish. And those animals are adaptable; an occasional shadow and 
the odd rock tumbling in would startle the sealife for a moment, and 



then they would return to the romance. Hiccup wishes them well. 


He sets the handles back down, returns to his straddling position, 
and pats Toothless on the neck. 

"You know this. Bud." 

Toothless purred in agreement. 

"Through the Ages, hit the Spine, and then home, " Hiccup thinks, 
feels immoderate, "we'll cut off a slice of yak steak for you, how 
does that sound?" 

Evidently it sounds like _let loose a streamer of drool_, as 
Toothless's eyes brighten and his wings pump harder. Hiccup tightens 
his grip at the rocking and makes that silly grin again. 

The Ages are three pillars, placed in something of a row by HA5A°r in 
an artistic mood. Gigantic, of course, as any self-respecting rock 
formation has to be in the Northern Seas, but these three differ 
dramatically: one is much shorter than the other two, the next is the 
tallest and most solid looking, while the third is slightly smaller, 
with a peculiar bend that looks as if the stone is hunching, like an 
old man. Hiccup had noticed them on an exploratory flight some years 
before, and promptly called them the Odd Trio. Upon hearing this, 
Astrid had rolled Stormfly over to smack him in the head and renamed 
them the Ages. 

She'd been better with names. Most of their fights as a couple had 
been over fresh writing on his map. 

Infancy is first, huddled with a few smaller neighbors; Hiccup and 
Toothless shift to their right to show the rock the dragon's belly. 
Black wingtips brush one of the Infant's "playmates" and Hiccup does 
his best not to shudder, hating close confines in which Toothless's 
mighty wings cannot spread. One circle is all he can stand of the 
Infant and Hiccup directs his dragon to the Man, murmuring praise all 
the while. 

Manhood is tall and solid, topped with enough soil to support a 
rather impressive tree on its peak, buttressed by thick shale 
foundations. King and Alpha fall a little, leveling out a few feet 
from the shallow waters and smacking a jumping cod back beneath the 
surface. As they approach. Hiccup tilts left and they began their 
whirling circuit around the giant, ascending with every twist. He 
looks up all the while, watching the piles and columns grow shorter 
and shorter every time he sees them again. 

Birds shriek in sudden terror and Toothless's tail smacks loose a 
brief shower of leaves from the tree, giving a satisfied shout while 
doing so. 

Wings close in and Toothless begins a roll, letting the inertia of 
his flight carry them further into the air. Hiccup blinks hard every 
few seconds, tries to keep his wits about him. Five years of flying 
has rendered him almost immune to the sudden dizziness dragons can 
cause. _Almost._ 

The apogee of their flight is reached and the two begin to fall. 
Hiccup thinks, _something to be said for falling. _ One may say half 



of flying is plummeting. 


Now it's time for the other half. Toothless snaps out his wings to 
brake, then folds them a little closer, as Hiccup helps aim for the 
Old Man, the only rock formation he knows of that seems to need help 
crossing a busy street. 

Tip right, show the belly. _Bellies_, something to think about. Even 
the most dubious of Vikings, spending time around former mortal 
enemies, spend their evenings trying to knit together separate shirts 
of chain mail to wrap around draconic stomachs. See what Gobber has 
to say. 

Turn now, turn now. Here comes the bowed chest. Toothless _soars_ 
beneath where Elder's head would be, if he were man and not rock. A 
good thing too, or he'd probably never let Hiccup hear the end of it. 
Down, then down again, sweep past the knees and head for the Spine. 
Get home for breakfast. 

_0h Gods, breakfast !_ 

The Spine: a tall and curved and surprisingly thin pile. An 
inappropriately large bouldera€"too awkward for the stupidest bird to 
perch upon with any feeling of securitya€"sit s atop it, in stubborn 
defiance of nature's laws on such things. Hiccup and Toothless test 
that stubbornness with every practice run. 

(He'd wanted to call it the Tadpole, but Astrid had simply cuffed him 
on the ear and Toothless refused to interfere.) 

Rain, salty air, and draconic plasma have been hard on the splotches 
of paint littering the Spine's body, tossed there by a months-younger 
Hiccup and refreshed occasionally by Gustav or one of the trainees. 
But there's splatters of red somewhere near the base. Hiccup sees, 
and almost immediately Toothless throws a white hot bolt towards the 
color. A cloud of rapidly disseminating heat explodes immediately, 
shaking the Spine and sending a few pebbles splashing. 

Hiccup cheers. Toothless warbles. They'd never wanted the war, but by 
the gods of sea and sky they'd been ready for it. 

Pull up now, come about. Find the second target. He's both frustrated 
and delighted by the shrunken patches of color: a Night fury's blast 
is powerful but precise, and the right application of concussive 
plasmatic force to just the right place... 

Stoick the Vast had occasionally talked of crumbling mountains and 
leveling forests, but Hiccup was pretty sure he'd hit upon a way to 
do it faster. 

A smear of cerulean crawls from beneath an old blast impact a few 
yards beneath the head. But Toothless has no mercy for target paint, 
and obliterates it with a lash of lavender flame as he screams past, 
braking with his wings just before he hits the water and twisting 
about for the third and final target. The Spine stands obdurately, 
only a little dust falling in a cloud. 

Dragon and rider circle the pile predatorily, looking for the 
slightest hint of gold paint that is always the last thing to be hit. 
Hiccup has a system, he likes keeping to it, and Toothless goes along 



with it because Hiccup feeds him. 

The first circuit is fruitless. Hiccup edges Toothless closer to the 
Spine and flies around it again. He still can't see any yellow (or 
"Bloomed Dandelion" as Fishlegs calls it) . Now he flies so close that 
Toothless's wings are scraping away dust and the odd pebble, 
searching, searchinga€ | 

a€ | and there it is. Barely the size of a copper coin, tucked into a 
depression in the rock at an angle that made it almost invisible to 
any passerby. 

Hiccup pulls away, and thinks. The target is so _small_, and 
protected. Berk and the war and __breakfast_ await. He turns Toothless 
around and flies back towards the Old Man, the arch, back in the 
direction of home. 

Then he sweeps around Elder, bringing Toothless into a sharp descent, 
urging him to wring more speed out of the great wings, leaving behind 
a trail of white froth above water and fleeing sealife below. Faster, 
fastera€ | 

Pull up. 

_Fire_. 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>He pushes the door open and wishesa€"not for the first 
timea€"that he had the courage to keep on flying. <p> 

There's a bowl of watery porridge that's more soup than curd, a pat 
of butter floating half-melted on top like a golden iceberg. The 
bread is sliceda€"with what tool Hiccup is uncertain, but he'd bet 
Inferno that it was one normally associated with opening mammalian 
skullsa€"allowing him to see the blackness encroaching on white that 
has been overstuffed with seeds, which are falling off the bread like 
drops of water. 

But he is bothered most by the bacon, crunchy beyond all reason, 
adamantine instead of crisp. He'd killed the boar himself with a 
well-placed arrow and handed it off to the butcher with hopes that 
were being ruthlessly crushed by his long lost mother. 

Valka greets him with a toothy smile and a handful of salmon. 

"Good morning, " she chirps and offers the fish to Toothless, who 
slurps it down and proceeds to inspect what is obviously Hiccup's 
breakfast with the look of someone invited to a free buffet. When 
Valka is at large in a kitchen, dragons gobble and humans suddenly 
remember vows to fit into a smaller codpiece. 

He smiles (with a little too much teeth) , "Good morning, " and 
reflects on how she's _trying_ and how it wasn't necessarily her 
fault that dragons will at least _gnaw_ everything once and therefore 
could not be trusted with culinary judgment. Valkaa€"_Mom_a€"is 
trying and with all that they've both lost and gained over the past 
few months he owes it to her to try too. 


Little has changed in Hiccup's house since the last time Stoick 



slipped on his war garb and stormed through the door, grumbling about 
sons who knew dragons better than people. The old chief's weapons are 
still there on the wall, polished and razor-edged just the way he'd 
liked it by his son. High King Hiccup still sleeps in his old bed, in 
the loft above the main room of the house. 

(Once there 'd been a bed for two up there, and the wall had been 
decorated with grand plans for a house; gone now, like 
_her_. ) 

Toothless's slab of nightly heated rock is there, scorched and worn 
smooth by fire and claw. Helmet sa€"spare and keepsakesa€"hang on 
pegs. Hiccup's collection of doodles and diagrams sit in piles on his 
desk, the floor, and his bed. 

But Stoick's helmet is not there. His scale-like armor shirts no 
longer rest on his chair, awaiting a sound polishing. The first night 
Valka had spent in her new-old home Hiccup could hear her whimpering 
into his dad's old pillows. He often finds himself wondering when the 
house had become so big, placing another plate on the table while 
forgetting that his mother is there. 

It's hard to ignore a hole that size. 

"Good morning. Mom," he's nothing if not adaptable. 

"Sit, sit; thought I'd surprise you when you got back. Everyone's 
busy with the fleet, we can both start late." 

He sits down before what familial loyalty demands he call "breakfast" 
and waits for his mother to collect her own food. Toothless settles 
his haunches down, anticipating "accidents" on Hiccup's part. 

Valka manages to tear off a bite of over-crisped boar. Hiccup can't 
help but watch in amazement: his mother has a neat set of little 
teeth which has managed to survive at least forty yearsa€"half of 
that spent eating her own cooking. Every time she's made a meal for 
_him_ he spends a half hour probing his gums to ensure everything is 
still there. 

The porridge seems safe and he picks up a spoon. Valka has him in her 
sight, he'll have to be patient. 

"I wanted to talk to you," his mother says, glancing down at her 
knife and bread long enough for Hiccup to whip a piece of bacon to 
Toothless. "About young Ivar Ivarsson." 

Ivarsson, a Berkian. _Rides a RazorwhipaC | Edgeworth ._ 

"What about him?" 

"He's been talking to Spitelout about joining the Third Sky Terror 
Troop on the last campaigna€"I assume it _is_ the last campaign?" 
Valka 's eyesa€"haunted and quest ioninga€"are upon him, so he's torn 
off a mouthful of far too crusty bread. A seed tries to burrow 
beneath a bicuspid and the resulting wince looks enough like a nod 
that Valka is satisfied. 


"He has been doing well with Edgeworth, " Valka admits with a little 
reluctance in her voice, and that is like a map before Hiccup's eyes 



"Perfect flight scores. Can recite about a third of the entry in the 
Book of Dragons, " she pauses and says begrudgingly, "The most 
important bits, anyway." 

When Hiccup had decided to name Valka Headmistress of the (future 
_Royal_) Dragon Training Academy, he had proudly presented her with 
the latest edition of the Book, a constantly updated and revised 
culmination of years of research, testing, and observation. It was as 
thick as a priest's Book of Mysteries, bound in leather, and bore 
gilt lettering on the front. His mother laughed at the size and the 
rationalizations within and taught as she liked. It had taken weeks 
to convince her to use at least some of the curriculum he'd spent 
five years devising. 

_She knows dragons, and she knows it_, Astrid told him once, before 
making a cough that was somehow pretty. _And she learned without 
books. Give her some credit and time. Hiccup. _ 

He dida€"he does. Which is why he says: "But?" 

"a€|he's very young. Hiccup." 

"Which one? Edgeworth or Ivar?" 

Valka thinks he's being playful (he's not) and isn't 
happy . 

"_Both_, " she says peevishly, and Hiccup gets the feeling he would be 
cringing right now if he hadn't just met his mother a few months 
ago . 

"Ivar just turned fourteen, and Edgeworth is only eight months old. 
Since when does the Berk Guard take fourteen year olds?" 

"Since I was ten. Bad raids _that_ year; Dad needed warriors and took 
them where he could." he's out of porridge, reaches for the 
bacona€"apologizes to the boara€"and begins to tear it to pieces in a 
thoughtful manner. Hopefully, Valka won't notice a growing pile of 
shredded gristle before he can sweep it into Toothless's wide mouth. 
In fact, she doesn't see, as she is too busy leveling a rather unfair 
glare at her son. 

"He _reversed_ it later, " he says plaintively, because Stoick 
_can't_, "don't blame Dad, blame _me_. Things got hairy after the 
first flock migrated from Dragon Island, and the only things between 
Berk, the Outcasts, and the Berserker armada were six fifteen year 
olds and their dragons. All invasions turned back, one old feud 
settled; it was a hell of a precedent. I guess Dad figured maybe the 
rules were different with dragons than with shieldwalls; and anyway, 
most of Berk was riding dragons for peaceful purposes 
anyway . " 

_Mostly_. Hiccup remembers evenings spent bent over maps, papers and 
notebooks filled with performances of all the dragon types, and his 
f athera€"towering and sober and _there_, quietly asking questions and 
scrawling notes in his own hand all over the peripheries of Berk and 
its neighbors. Stoick wanted scouts and airborne cavalry and in 
return gave warm stables and race courses; as far as Hiccup was 
concerned in those days it was a trade well in his favor. 



Then war started, and Hiccup began frequently pausing by the family 
shrine to offer praise to his father's foresight. 

"Gustav tells me you weren't so lax with him." 

_0h brother_. 

"Gustav was a different case." 

Valka gives a questioning eyebrow: "Oh?" For a woman who had spent 
years away from her son, she had quickly readapted to 
motherhood . 

Hiccup frowns, "He _is_, er, _was_. All we knew about training and 
dragon behavior back then was that they hated eels and they liked 
being scratched under the jaw. Gustav was tying wooden wings and a 
flame blower to sheep and running around the academy setting things 
on fire, including himself," he shakes his head. "He couldn't ride a 
sled, much less a dragon." 

Hiccup's mother has finished her breakfast and is now crossing her 
arms and giving him an unfamiliar look. All his bacon is in pieces 
and he's not sure he can sweep it into Toothless's belly outside of 
her view. He feels like a hot hand is pressing on his brain. He says 
the only thing he can think of. 

"Give me a reason." 

"What?" 

He sighs, "Why shouldn't Ivar and Edgeworth join up with the Sky 
Terrors? Razorwhips are perfect for their mission: they cut through 
almost everything, they drip with poison, and our surveys say one out 
of five Vikings would consider wetting undergarments if they found 
one under their beds." 

"I told youa€"" 

"That's not it. I'm not saying it's a _bad _reason, " placating, a 
reaction to her look. "But I can't tell Spitelout not to enlist a 
_Razorwhip_ just because his rider is only a year younger than I was 
when I attacked a dragon the size of Berk itself. We don't have that 
many in the flock as it is, much lessa€"" 

Someone knocks at the door. Someone with very large hands. 

Valka looks towards the front of the house and Hiccup beckons 
Toothless's slavering head over. He waits until she has made her 
first step towards the door to empty his plate of black boar meat and 
bread into his Night Fury's toothy maw. 

Something not unlike a bed that has suddenly gained sentience and 
begun walking upon two legs fills up the doorframe. Clutched beneath 
his left arm is his small portable desk, rattling and rustling with 
stopped ink-wells, quill pens, charcoal pencils, seals, and 
papers . 

"Good morning, Valka!" Fishlegs chirps happily. He lifts a big hand 
to his little helmet in salute and steps inside, looking for his 
king. Outside, Hiccup can hear a thump against his house's wall as 



what can only be Meatlug settles down for a nap outside Toothless's 
domain. Valka smiles at Fishlegs warmly and coos out a welcome to the 
three ton rock eater. 

"Morning, Missus H!" The Thorston twins croon, slithering across the 
threshold, eyes bright and smirking. Hiccup hopes their morning 
offering to Loki has already taken place. Valka smiles like a 
skeleton and immediately begins to follow them at a barely polite 
distance around their house. 

"Good morning. Hiccup," Fishlegs' s meaty hands move quickly, stacking 
up dishes and pushing them aside, setting down his slanted box of 
official tools with an efficient clatter. He sits down in Valka' s 
chair with a barely alarming creak and gives Toothless a friendly 
pat . 

"Morning, Fishlegs," Hiccup offers a nod to the twins, who ' ve made a 
beeline for his cupboards, looking for more loaves of Valka 's bread. 
He doesn't know _why_ they want Valka 's baked goods, and he is 
uncertain he wants to lose the plausible deniability. The cook 
herself watches them like they were unhappy Speed Stingers. 

The desk opens up and Fishlegs fishes out two different inkwells, 
three sharpened pencils, a recently cut quill, a stick of wax with a 
repeatedly melted tip, and a metal seal matrix. 

Hiccup looks over this collection, "Where's your pen?" 

"Right here," Fishlegs fingers the quill, white and shiny. 

"No, the one __I_ made?" 

"Oh, " Fishlegs pulls back his hand and clears his throat 
uncomfortably, "well, the tube broke." 

"Again? " 

Fishlegs nods and Hiccup groans, runs a hand through his hair. It's 
an idea he's worked off and on for several months: a pen that carries 
its own inkwell. He'd designed the tool, fired the brass fittings, 
and painstakingly assembled the pieces into the Squidbelly One, 
proudly presented to his newly appointed Chief Secretary of State, 
who had sheepishly approached him the following week asking what to 
do about the glass reservoir that holds all the ink. Small and 
delicate, it's the only part Hiccup hadn't crafted himself: Gobber 
and Sander the Lustrous had made ita€ ! and several replacements. 

He sighs, "I'll tell SanderaC"" glassblower, currently churning out 
spyglasses for the frontline, "a€| later. I'll talk to him later. Any 
word from the fronts?" 

"Not since Odin's Day"a€"it's Frigg's Daya€""and you'll remember 
Snotlout said he'll be restricting flights when he sees land. After 
that, he has to approve each air mail dispatch, on your 
orders . " 

"Right, " Hiccup sighs, still unaccustomed to leaving Snotlout with 
responsibilities, especially fairly complex ones. He can't help 
feeling he's using a war-hammer to hang a Snoggletog wreath. 



"As for the Sudri ' s Torch Army, we haven't heard anything since last 
week . " 

And that was congratulations to General Snotlout and High King Hiccup 
for Nordri ' s Arrows Army's victory, the final expulsion of the Utts 
from the northern spans of the United Norse Kingdom. Thumped chests, 
promises of more glory for the realm, guarantees of endless rounds of 
mead as black as night. Hiccup is glad of the loyalty, the 
enthusiasm, but he needsa€"_wantsa€"_substance : plans, intentions, 
requests, pleas, _anything_ that can give him a map and a calendar 
with which he can see where the UNK is going. 

Fishlegs has known Hiccup long enough, spent enough evenings trading 
notes and ideas for the Book of Dragons, to see where Hiccup's 
thoughts are and hastens to join them: "No news doesn't necessarily 
have to be _bad_ news. They're chieftains, they've never had to 
report to anybody before, so they forget, " Fishlegs pauses, purses 
his lips, "or there's nothing worth reporting. All the sagas were 
written after the battles." 

As opposed to _during_. Hiccup sees. "Forget it," he rubs his nose, 
"let's move on. Any new business?" 

Fishlegs snaps his fingers authoritatively, and a scroll is passed to 
him while a soft voice declares: "A petition, from the colonists on 
Itchy Armpit." 

"Really? What could have come up so fast?" He pauses, takes in the 
unfamiliar girl standing at Fishlegs 's shoulder. "Anda€|uh, who are 
you? " 

She's a small thing, probably fifteen if a day. There's no armor on 
her person, no helmet atop her blonde head (something twists in his 
gut, just a little, at the color) , garbed in red wool and brown 
leathers. He meets her gray eyes and she flushes, even as a wide 
smile threatens to slit her head in two. Clutched far too tightly to 
her chest are several state papers. 

"Ah, ah, St-Steelta, High Lord, of the Dizmal Defilers." 

Fishlegs grins proudly, puts a friendly hand on her arm. "Steelta is 
_my _new apprentice." 

Hiccup raises an eyebrow, glances between the girl and thea€ | apparent 
master. "'Apprentice?' Fishlegs, you've had your job for like three 
months . " 

"And I am the best in my field, " the chief secretary beams like an 
intrusive sun. 

"Because you're the only one," Hiccup shakes his head, sighs, and 
turns back to Steelta. "Well, whatever you are, welcome to Berk. Did 
your family come with you?" 

Silence falls on the household. Steelta' s smile quivers, shrinks 
fractionally. Fishlegs 's own happy expression vanishes, and Hiccup 
notices that Ruffnut is peering over with an unfamiliar look. It 
dawns on Hiccup that he's never seen the twins show trepidation 
before . 



The chief secretary clears his throat, says softly: "Hiccup, 

Steelta's parent sa€ i they were in the uprising at Ravens' Perch." 

And now Hiccup understands, closes his eyes. 

Dizmal was not terribly different from Berka€"mountainous (though a 
little less so along its shores) , damp, the tough prospered and the 
weak survived on their sufferance. They'd fought off human and dragon 
raids alike and traded fish eggs and a rather spicy line of mead. But 
the Defilers hadn't stuck close to one village, choosing to spread 
along the coastline, and when the Northern Alliance found their 
island, there were no shortages of settlements to enslave and 
burn . 

The Defilers of Dizmal had rallied, buying enough time for word to 
reach Hiccup and his growing army, which descended upon the enemy's 
positions like Thor's wrath. Noticed by captive Vikings being held at 
the joining of two cliffs called Ravens' Perch, he'd inspired the 
would-be slaves to revolta€ | causing a fountain of blood and glory to 
rain with indiscriminate generosity on its participants. The fighting 
had still been ongoing when Snotlout had ridden a reptilian meteor 
into the melee, and he refused to talk about it. 

Hiccup sighs deeply, opens his eyes to look at Steelta. Thinks: _If 
they'd been more patienta€"if I'd been f astera€"would you still have 
someone to welcome you home?_ 

"I'm sorry," is all he can say. 

"Youa€|it's all right. High Lord!" It's a voice that's too bright, 
and Hiccup wonders what she'd heard in his own to make her reply like 
that. "If it weren't for you, Sif and Freya only know where I'd be 
now. And besides, your elder told me that with all the slavers they'd 
killed. Mum and Dad were taken straight to Odin's drinking hall by 
the Valkyries." 

Gothi had her ways of comfort. 

"Well, I'm glad you found your feet," he tells her. "I was an 
apprentice myself not too long ago and sometimes I feel like I'm 
still one. Follow Fishlegs closely and do everything he does." He 
pauses and glances at a pouch where he knows somewhere north of fifty 
stat cards are safely stowed. "Well, maybe not everything. 

"So, " _back to business_. "What can I do for the good settlers of 
Itchy Armpit?" 

"Well," there's a troubling reluctance in Fishlegs 's voice, "it seems 
they want to, uha€ | " 

Hiccup narrows his eyes and Fishlegs sighs. "They want to rename the 
islanda€|and since you're the original claimanta€"and, well, High 
King and Chief of Berk and everythinga€"your permission is 
needed . " 

"Well, that's some cheek!" Valka is at a counter wrapping something 
in wrinkled parchment as the twins gleefully watch. Whatever it is. 
Hiccup hopes it isn't something that will see her sharing an exile 
ship with the Thorstons when they finish their un-Thorly business. 

She gestures for Ruffnut to hand her a ball of string and 



continues 


"Mom, " the High King begins . 

"Hiccup, you're the one who found and explored that land," his mother 
angrily cuts off a length of string with a knife originally designed 
to open up a Gronckle ' s belly. "By Viking law, that means it's yours 
to name as you see fit. And what does an island's name mean anyway? 
Have you ever been to Boar Pimple?" 

"I have," Fishlegs sighed in blissful remembrance. "Warm, sandy 
beaches. Fish that practically line up to bite your hook. Huge 
marketplaces with four dagger pubs and great deals!" 

He looks fondly at his wife, then through the wall where Meatlug is 
snoring, making plans. 

"Exactly," Valka presses the package into a grinning Tuffnut's greedy 
fingers and turns back to the High King of the Norse and his senior 
secretary. "Can you imagine anybody asking Mudeye the Extra-Fingered 
to change a place he named after his youngest daughter?" 

"But, Mom, I don't have to live there; _they_ do. If this will make 
their lives there a little more bearable, then I don't see why they 
can't have it. Fishlegs," he turns back to his friend, "did they have 
any alternatives in mind?" 

"Actually, yes, they did." 

Hiccup leans back in his father's chair and waves for him to 
continue, closing his eyes to listen and consider the list that is 
sure to fill the house. 

"Let's see," Fishlegs traces the words on the petition. " '_It is the 
conclusion of our ThingaC | so generously provided by His All Highest 
Ma jestya€ | f or Your Majesty's consideration '_a€ | oh, here it is: _Left 
_Itchy Armpit." 

Hiccup waits a few moments. Then he cracks open an eye to see 
Fishlegs, hands folded across the paper, a look of clerical 
expectation on his broad face. 

"That's it?" 

Fishlegs looks down, then back up. "Yep." 

The royal fingers tap the table as Hiccup nods, lips pursed in 
thought . 

"Very well, " Hiccup raises his right hand in a benedictory gesture 
and Fishlegs picks up a quill and unstops an inkwell, "On this, the 
eleventh day of Heyannir, in the first year of my reign, Ia€"Hiccup 
Horrendous Haddock IIIa€"do approve this petition and hereby proclaim 
that the region known heretofore as 'Itchy Armpit' shall henceforth 
and forevermore be known as '_Left _Itchy Armpit.'" 

Fishlegs writes out the legal execution, then pushes the papers and 
ink over to Hiccup. The High King signs out his name while Toothless 
obliges Fishlegs by opening his mouth and generating enough of a 
flame to liquefy the end of the wax stick. This is dripped on the 



bottom of the page, and then Hiccup applies his seal of 
office . 

"Okay, on related business," Steelta passes Fishlegs more scrolls. 
"Land grants for the worthy, just as you ordered." 

Now _here_ is some work Hiccup's glad to see. He doesn't wait for 
Fishlegs, grabs up a document, loosens the binding strings, and opens 
it up. _Eydis B jA , rnsdatter_. He searches his memory, and what floats 
to mind is a screeching battlecry that made him turn his head atop 
Toothless, to see a redhead leaping from the claws of a Deadly Nadder 
into a crowd of angry yellow eyed brutes that clung to Widow's Peak. 
Her warband followed, roaring for Thor's smile. 

_I ' ve never farmed before_. Thoughtfully spoken, surprisingly shiny 
silk in hand rubbing out the blood from her sword. She'd looked into 
the distance as he'd made a promise. 

_Life is all about new experiences ._ He smiles. Signs away a hundred 
acres to B jA , rnsdatter . Then he gives eighty acres and a breeding 
pair of sheep to the Marauder who had a ship sink under him, then 
swam over and climbed out of the drink like a sea monster into a 
Northern Alliance sloop. 

_High Lord, their pants were wet before they hit the drink. _ 

Fifty acres and a net-packed boat are bestowed upon a warrior who 
rode a Miniature Thunderdrum to the rescue of a Hooligan fisherman. 
All the lands he's found and explored are in his gift, something that 
hadn't really occurred to him before he'd received a quick lesson in 
the legalities from the tribe's elders, all two of them. It's the 
best he can do at the moment, marking off patches of wild grass, tall 
trees, and the odd wandering boar and deer. But it gives the soldiers 
a future, or at least their survivors an income. 

Hiccup reaches for another scroll, grasps air. 

"Is that it?" 

"For the morning, anyway, " Fishlegs ties up the grants neatly, 
gathers up his clerical tools. "Time for your 
constitutional?" 

Another chief official of another royal court would have made that a 
statement rather than a question, but Hiccup is Hiccup and calendars 
are unreliable in wartime. But today, "Yeah. Let's see how high the 
forest's grown." 

He's up, and so is Toothless, and Fishlegs and the Thorstons bid 
their goodbyes to Valka, who ruffles Steelta' s hair. Hiccup opens the 
door to the light from a shimmering ocean and the sounds of a village 
deep in the business of commerce and war. 

War is a matter of concentration, while peace scatters. So it was 
that when the war began with a Berkian victory, men, ships, and 
dragons were drawn to the island like bees to an open flower. Chiefs 
came for strategy and grinding political sausage; traders came to 
peddle supplies to the new army; warriors arrived to be outfitted 
with Berkian weaponry and to build working relationships with the 
Berk Nest. And with this influx of brawny, violent men and women came 



foreign tents and ships, all of which soon squatted on most of the 
free ground and waters and causing no shortage of tussles (and 
clapped shoulders followed by rounds of mead. Vikings feel that 
street fights make good practice for the battlefield.) 

So Hiccup nods to a pair of women, sitting outside a large purple 
tent right next to his house, working new straps into some leg guards 
and sharing gossip from the watchtowers. They smile back, smile more 
when the other four leave the house. As soon as the door is shut, 
Fishlegs's big hand dips into one of the pouches on his belt and 
fishes out a freshly baked roll and Hiccup knows it is for him. 
Pressed into his own, fingers running over the expertly baked 
crackling crust, he's not sure how it can get better. 

"Here, High Lord, " one of the womena€"shieldmaidens from the 
Meatheads, he remembersa€"produces a small jar and offers it. 

"Please, help yourself." 

He opens the jar and smells elderberries. The roll is torn open, and 
he coaxes some of the jam on the bread, then passes the jar back to 
the women with his thanks. The bread crunches under his teeth. 
Delicious . 

As Hiccup eats, he looks out over "the forest:" the fleet of the 
United Norse Kingdom rests at anchor off Berk, countless masts 
jutting upwards like so many bare trees. The ships are bunched 
together, more or less in order, frequently gathered by tribe. For 
weeks Berk's considerable docking capacities have been overwhelmed, 
and many Vikings can only gain access to the village by connecting 
various ships with gangplanks and scrambling across foreign decks in 
search of breakfast, armament, or council. Each boat that sails 
sparks activity like a stepped-upon anthill. 

Nothing has changed since last night, but that could well-change as 
the day progresses: chiefs sailing to tend their housework, 
quartermasters seeking out fresh additions to the UNK ' s larders, 
ordinary men and women finishing business in the kingdom's center or 
sent on new errands to the outlying islands. 

But no matter how many may leave today, what form that great muddle 
of seamanship will take when they are gone, the fleet will remain: 
waiting for his orders. Orders that he is waiting to give. 

Ridden and rider-less dragons wheel overhead, waddle and scuttle 
across the ground, sniff the foreigners' tents. A tired looking tubby 
redbeard step out of his shelter with a yawn, absentmindedly pushing 
a Nadder's snout out of his way as he lurches towards a nearby 
baker's stall. The High King hears occasionally that familiarity 
breeds contempt, but he believes that it is a far more fertile parent 
to apathy. 

Hiccup bends his steps towards Gobber's shop, easily found by 
following a long line of Vikings to its termination at a counter 
manned by two of Gobber's apprentices. Behind him, Fishlegs whispers 
instructions to Steelta, who jogs past her king towards the posting 
house. As he approaches the shop's front desk, a man with several 
battle rings woven into his graying beard is being presented with a 
shining battle-axe. He turns and sees Hiccup, bows. 

"A fine morning. Your Majesty!" 



"That it is, and a fine axe too. Gronckle Iron?" 


"Yes, High Lord! Just finished today; would you carea€| ?" He offers 
the axe . 

A Viking who offers his weapon is offering trust and respect, and 
also inviting compliments. It would be rude to refuse either, and 
Hiccup accepts the large weapon and if his arms are almost stretched 
to his boot then nobody mentions it. His right hand glides across the 
brilliant blades, embossed with the runic amalgamations that invoke 
invincibility. Looking at the fellow. Hiccup sees a similar symbol on 
his helmet and wonders how much help he actually needs. 

"Are you an axe man?" 

"Indeed, High Lord. Laurits is my name, sir, and my father was 
Laurits and _he _was an axe man, as _his_ father was. I continue the 
tradition, as does my son, who has my old axe and carried it to 
Mathantir. That's why I brought my commission here. High Lord." 

"It should serve you well," Hiccup says approvingly, hands the axe 
back to Laurits. "But I would have kept your father's axe as 
well." 

It's not something Laurits is prepared to hear. "High Lord?" 

"It's a good weapon," Hiccup assures him. "No shieldwall will stand 
against it. It'll go through any enemy helmeta€"believe me, I've seen 
it happena€"and you'll be able to cut down ten oaks and still go 
through a hundred warriors, no problem. The blade won't let you 
down . 

"Now, the _wood_ is another matter," he taps the handle. "Gronckle 
Iron's so effective we've had Vikings go a little nutty. Not their 
fault, I guess; you cut through a shield, sword, man, and the guy 
behind him in one swing, and you want to _keep_ doing it. Then you 
start _throwing _it, _lifting_ people with it and throwing _them_. 
Again, Vikings being Vikings, can't blame 'em. But I do tell them to 
carry an extra axe." 

Laurits nods slowly. "I see your point. High Lord." 

"And look at it this way," Hiccup slaps the man's bicep and hides the 
resulting pain with a smile. "If things go down the night-hole, you 
can use them both and be an _extreme _badass." 

The Viking smiles, "A _very_ good point. High Lord. I'll see to it 
immediately ! " 

"Do that," and Hiccup turns to the apprentices. The line is at a 
standstill, and nobody seems to mind. Fishlegs and the Thorstons 
gently but firmly hold back the press of people hoping to jump ahead 
of the usual audience time. 

Like the rest of Gobber's regiment of metal-working tenderfoots, 
these boys are younga€"sturdy but young. Hiccup remembers being half 
their size for most of his career in the smithy (a long ago time when 
that was the only responsibility he had) , completely unsuitable for 
making and sharpening arms that almost exceeded his height and 



weight. One is shorter than the other, with a round red face and 
coarse black hair, while the other has an equine countenance, and a 
Terror's nest of straw pouring from beneath an unadorned helmet. Both 
are new to Berk, the necessities of wara€"Gobber had been one of 
perhaps two or three blacksmiths in the entire Archipelago who had 
worked with _free_ dragons, Gronckle Iron, _and_ had _any_ idea what 
to make of his chief's schematics. Hiccup wanted every drop wrung 
from his advantages, and Gobber needed the workforce to fulfill those 
ambitions. Thus, the tribes sent students of the smithy to Berk to 
learn the art of saddles and blacksmithing in the Berkian tradition. 
They were learning, more or less; Gobber had his complaints, but he 
had those when there 'd been but one apprentice. 

"Gobber? " 

"In the workshop. High Lord." The short one, a bit awed. The High 
King has been away a bit too long, if familiarity hasn't taken its 
toll on this boy's perspective yet. 

Hiccup smiles and makes for one of the entrances, entering an 
expanded workshop under a heavy canvas awning where dozens of 
students are busy with grinders and hammers. Two sweaty teens hover 
near a newly built brick furnace inspecting arrowheads while a 
dreamy-faced girl scrubs at Grump's belly. 

In the midst of all this is Gobber the Belch, a determinedly 
unimpressed glower on his face as he looks about, ready to limp at 
the first mistake he can catch. His remaining hand is hooked to his 
belt while the end of his tongs tap against his false leg. His jaw is 
moving, a sign that his tooth is unrooted again. He sees Hiccup and 
beams . 

"Well, well, lads and lassies, his royal nibs has deigned to join 
us!" Gobber swings his tongs to indicate a brown leather apron, 
unused for several months. "Care to risk the royal manicure?" 

Hiccup smiles into the sudden silence, faces from a dozen tribes 
looking into his own, lowering hammers, saws, shears and sundry other 
tools of a trade he knows better than his own mother. They are dirty 
faces, red, sweaty, but not tired. Good honest ones, that empires are 
built upon. 

"No thanks, Gobber. Good morning. Hello," he nods to a bulky boy in 
an undersized apron, reaches out to guide the apprentice's tongs out 
of the fire before his spearhead can warp. 

"Fine work," he tells the boy. Then signals Gobber to approach. 

"You know, " he begins in a lowered voice when the big man joins him, 
"They don't seem like a 'mass Viking funeral waiting to 
happen ' . " 

"Eh, it's just a good day," Gobber says dismissively . "By now, 
there's usually two eyebrows missing and a toe's turned purple. 
They're on their best behavior because yer around." 

Hiccup rolls his eyes, "Sure, I terrify them. It's amazing they don't 
fall over from fear when my shadow falls across the door way." 


"Why do you think I worry so much about my undies?" 



"Actually, I'm happier not thinking about that." Hiccup looks around, 
notices Fishlegs talking to the girl who ' d been attending Grump's 
belly. The twins are nowhere in sight. One fact is mysterious, the 
other is worrisome. He frowns, but leaves it for the moment. 

"How are the Warbreakers coming?" 

Gobber glances about, realizing the hammers are unmoving, fires are 
dying . 

"All right, ya lot, back to it!" Suddenly metal is ringing with 
strikes and bellows are being pressed. He turns back to Hiccup. 

"See what it's like?" 

"My deepest sympathies. Now, how much progress have we made?" 

Gobber fingers a moustache, "The Siegebreakers are done; you remember 
we had trouble with the Zipple-gas injections?" 

Hiccup nods. 

"Pretty much solved. We had to experiment with trigger switches, then 
the doses. But it's workinga€"I owe you a bottle of mead." 

The High King is grinning: "Good, good"a€"stops to thinka€"" Just none 
of the stuff you keep for surgeries, weddings, and paint removal, 
okay ? " 

"Spoil sport, " Gobber mutters and rumbles off towards a nearby belt 
of prosthetics. "We're just finishing up the carriages at Boar's 
Seat. Took longer than we thought." 

"Oh?" Hiccup looks over the shoulder of a rather tall girl who is 
frowning over a brilliant shirt of mail, bending away errant thorns 
of metal. She's concentrating, so Hiccup just makes a note of her and 
follows Gobber. "Why is that?" 

The blacksmith pulls at the belt twice before finding what he wanted: 
a telescoping rod with a small rake-like device as its head. "Because 
_someone_ insisted that it had to be able to be taken apart and put 
together again within a few hours of each othera€"_and_ be sturdy 
enough to carry the weapon itself over rocky ground when dragons 
weren't around. And _speaking _of that, we tested the weights: two 
Gronckles can carry a Siegebreaker . It goes up to eight when you 
throw in the carriage and the reloads." 

_Eight_. Hiccup grimaces; he'd designed Siegebreakers to destroy 
fortresses with strong defenses against draconic attacks, give 
support to warbands and forces that couldn't utilize dragons for one 
reason or another. Eight is practically a troop; may as well have 
none of the Warbreaker weapons at all. 

But then there were other uses. 

"We'll deal with it," Hiccup tells him. "We've gone too far with them 
and I'm sure they'll prove their worth on Mathantir. Them and the 
Distantly Inflicted Combustion Kindling System. How is that coming 
along, by the way?" 



Gobber has snapped on the odd tool and is scratching himself, staring 
at the world with a kind of glaze. 

"Gobber? " 

On hearing his name, the huge blacksmith blinks. "Huh?" 

"How is it going?" 

"What?" 

"The Distantly Inflicted Combustion Kindling System. Are they 
ready? " 

Gobber stares at him for a moment, complete bewilderment cascading 
his face and dripping down his moustaches. Then two horned, vulpine 
heads slowly appear from behind him, mouths stretched in the grins of 
the schadenfreude. They both lean towards Gobber ' s ears and whisper 
something, then slink away into the mysterious regions beyond 
Gobber' s back. 

"Oh, right, Astrid's Folly!" 

Hiccup's hands clench and he blinks, hard. Thinks, _he doesn't know 
any better. He's almost three times my age, he treated me like a son, 
he's been one of the foremost advisors to two chieftains of Berk but 
that doesn't mean he knows better. _ 

"No, " he says, and he thinks he deserves applause for not spitting 
out the negative through clenched teeth. "It is the _Distantly 
Inflicted Combustion Kindling System_. I designed it, so I named 

it . " 

"Hiccup," Gobber rests a huge hand on the younger man's shoulder. 

"Yer my liege lord, son of my best friend, and the finest smith of 
any sort I've ever seen, but there are times when ye name things like 
yer mad at 'em." 

"Well, excuse me for not being able to have a clever name for 
_everything_, " he retorts. This conversation is already bringing up 
memories that sting like a rising jellyfish, things he _doesn't_ want 
to think about if he wants to get out of bed in the morning. Best to 
hurry it along. "Is it ready?" 

"Yeah, yeah," Gobber nods in emphasis. "We built five of 'em just 
like you said, and we baked up enough plugs for maybe three reloads, 
dependin' on breakage." 

"Wonderful." And no talk of carriages this time; the usual heavy 
catapult would do. Every tribe had them; even carried them on the 
longships . 

He looks around again, watches arrowheads lined up in shallow boxes 
to await the shafts that would someday carry them into earth, a tree, 
or a man's torso. Swords are raised, waved to test their balance, 
edges touched by thumbs. The girl he had noticed before is carefully 
folding the mail shirt, as if for a loved one. 

So much has changed. So much _will_ change again: the war will end. 



the apprentices will go home and stitch saddles and forge with 
dragon-supplied metals, and the Viking tribes will turn back to their 
cabbage patches and trip over dragon tails on their way to the 
privies at night. Traditions across the Archipelago will be tossed 
over the side (war against an entire species being an odd but well 
established hobby of many of the tribes.) Berk had survived, 
adapteda€ | and, okay, fought a few wars against strange dragon _and_ 
human invaders, but to his boundless pride they _had _proved that, 
together, dragons and Vikings could be miserable on the same island. 
What happened on Berk could happen across the United Norse 
Kingdom . 

_No, not "could." It _will _happen. _The dragons have given as much 
as any of the tribes; the least the Vikings could do is share the 
fishing waters and hunting grounds. 

"The fleet needs to be ready to move soon," Hiccup tells Gobber. "And 
everyone will need to move with it. How many orders do you have 
left?" 

Gobber detaches his scratcher, then turns and calls out towards the 
main workshop. A soot-covered waif of undeterminable gender or age 
appears with a rolled up scroll, nods tiredly to Hiccup, and hands 
his (her?) burden to Gobber, then vanishes into the darker reaches of 
the smithy. The blacksmith mutters about dirty fingers and snaps on 
his hook before unrolling the paper. 

"Right; we've outstandin' orders fer twenty three swords, seventeen 
axes, twenty one maces, eleven shields, four hundred arrowheads, and 
nineteen hammers, not counting repairs. All paid in full or on 
credit, assuming war spoils." 

The High King reaches for the list, feeling slightly aghast. "I 
passed a line outside; I thought they were just picking up their 
orders . " 

"Some will be," Gobber shrugs. "Once the word spread about Gronckle 
Iron, every Viking wanted their weapon to be made from dragon 
spew . " 

"This won't be done in t imea€"whenever that is," Hiccup allows. "I 
need every fighting Viking ready to mount up and ship out any 
moment . " 

His old mentor digs in his ear with his hooka€"far more vigorously 
than advisable. "Help to know when that is." 

The king shakes his head, irritation rising. "I don't _know_, Gobber. 
I told Bertha and Alvin to make their way into Mathantir 
_somehow_a€"I said I didn't care _how_ and yes, maybe that was a 
mistakea€"and they never explained their plans. There wasn't time 
when I went north. So, I don't know if they've landed or blockaded 
the place." He sighs, "Everyone's waiting on me and I'm waiting on 
some damn air mail." 

A loud, excited muttering erupts from outside. The two look at each 
other and Hiccup moves outside, where he meets a crowd looking up 
towards the south. Hiccup follows their gaze and sees a massive 
Timber jack gliding in the lofty air streams above the sea. As he 
watches, the dragon tips forward, begins a long dive towards the 



island. Against its red-orange scale is the glimmer of a helmet and 
the dull brown of several heavy-duty saddlebags. Half a mile out it 
levels and the Timberjack swoops over the crowded cliffs of Berk, 
inspiring whoops and cheers at its passage. 

"Mail call, " Gobber cheerfully cries, and Hiccup has never heard 
anything so sweet in his lifea€| until the Timberjack' s rider calls 
down from his perch as the dragon soars overhead. 

"_DunBroch has fallen !_" 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>The council convenes in a clearing below Hiccup's house; no point 
to secrecy here, no spies could have survived to now. Not in the 
midst of so many Vikings whose policy was to feed such individuals to 
fish in a five course supper. <p> 

Marshal Spitelout stands at his right, arm crossed and one hand 
brushing through his bristly beard. On his other side is Gothi the 
Elder, petting Terrors that take turns basking in her arms. Silent 
Sven is kneeling beside _the_ map anda€"thankfullya€"keeping his 
counsel. Gobber stands beside Spitelout, a tankard acting as his left 
hand. Royal privilege has secured Hiccup a stool, from which he 
stares at the map of Mathantir. Behind him. Toothless tilts his huge 
black head, watching the postman deliver his news. It doesn't seem 
nearly as interesting as Hiccup's scribblings in the dirt, but 
Toothless can't hold it against the man. 

Five years ago, Hungnail was a woodcutter of Berk and even now he 
looks the part: gigantic in the simplest sense, bronze beard turning 
gray, battlerings adorning his right hand, a heavy dented helmet with 
the horns harvested from a male yak. His was a job with great 
stability but tiring hours and frustrating repetitiveness. 

Frequently, he and his men would return from the forests with full 
carts or sleds and find that the need for their wares had quadrupled. 
Then peace had come, work became calmer, less urgent, and one fine 
day Hungnail whistled his way into a clearing that had a half-grown 
Timberjack with an incorrectly bent wing. He brought it home, put a 
splint on its (_her_, precisely) wing, and called her Oakfeller. When 
war came, Oakfeller 's size and long-ranging endurance had too much 
potential to remain on Berk, and so she and Hungnail found themselves 
carrying messages (and sometimes people) across the length and 
breadth of the Archipelago. 

And now he is standing over the great map, marked with the figures of 
distant castles in a distant island, pointing with the tip of a sword 
where he'd been, where others were going, and what they'd been 
through. The blade is followed by hundreds of eyes, human and dragon 
alike . 

"Alvin the Stubborn landed here, " Hungnail carefully taps a seaside 
copse of mountain peaks, a little north of a doodled facsimile of the 
fabled DunBroch Castle. "He marched on the town of Ruthwell, at the 
outlet of Loch TriAAir into Tigg Bay. Ruthwell was the main port for 
the Northern Alliance's fleet in those waters, so they didn't care 
for his sacking it." 


A chuckle rises; Hiccup joins in, but dreads thinking about how many 
people in that town didn't deserve Alvin's bloody attention. 



"Word got back to the bastards at DunBroch, who sent out a war party 
to retake Ruthwell. Oaks and I scouted thema€"eight hundred men and 
not a head less, probably half the garrison on the lake. They had 
horses and bowmen." 

More smiles, and Hiccup joins in glad humor at what is said only in 
Hungnail's smirk: _And all we had was our dragons_. 

"When the enemy came to Ruthwell, Alvin summoned reinforcements and 
fortified the town, and ordered my humble self"a€"a low growl came 
from overhead and Hungnail grins upwarda€""_and_ my wee lady here to 
take word to Bertha the Big Boobied to begin her attack. When night 
came, _she_ brought in her troops over the mountains, here, " and he 
taps another cliff filled precinct resting by the ocean, further 
north of both Ruthwell and DunBroch Castle. 

"She took her dragons in first to clear the cliffs, then rigged up 
litters to haul the rest of the army up. Sent the fleet to deal with 
the enemy ships gathered in Tigg Bay while she had the Bog Burglars 
move into the trees and villages"a€"the tip of the sword moves slowly 
perhaps an inch towards the cast lea€" "must have cut a thousand 
throats while the main body marched because we didn't see a decent 
shieldwall until we could pretty much spit into DunBroch' s 
wat chtowers . 

"We marched all daya€"well, Oakfeller and I helped Bertha and her 
riders jump some of her people further ahead, clear the way so that 
the army _could_ keep marchinga€"and took up places the next night. 
They sent a runner for the mob that was going after Alvin and sent 
out a few men to compare swords, but we sent 'em back for a good 
night's sleep so we could all have a good start in the 
morning . " 

Hungnail hands the sword to an obliging Viking; he needs his hands to 

fly . 

"Dawn comes, and a shield wall forms up down by the castle walls, 
looking up at our warriors, our dragons. Wouldn't be a good time for 
an attack: Bertha had gone to take care of some business, and we 
hadn't even set the tea to brewing yet, so everyone would be in a 
temper. But they stayed close to their beds, the bastards, so we had 
our cuppa, picked up our swords and mounted up, formed lines on the 
ground and advanced on 'em." 

Hungnail is smiling now. _He ' s enjoying this. Probably practicing for 
his kids; it'll end with "Not bad for a woodcutter, eh?" Family lore 
always wins in a war._ 

The messenger's hands come together in a clap. "Met us on the 
treeline, fought like cornered bears and mingled among our boys. The 
trees were in our way, and we couldn't intervene. It must have given 
the men in the castle hope because they sent out another band, 
running like Hel was coming after them." 

_That ' s a grin._ Hiccup can't help himself, says: "Idiots; you don't 
run from Hel, you run _into _it . " 


The woodcutter is caught off guard, but everyone laughs and then so 
does he. Spitelout fondly slaps Hiccup's shoulder and only the 



strategic bracing of his false leg stops his face from kissing 
sketched DunBroch Castle. The High King smiles briefly, embarrassed, 
looks down to Inferno rotating in his hands. It wasn't _that_ 
funny . 

"Well, as it happens, you're right," Hungnail chuckles. "We dove on 
them plucked out whoever we could, scorched others. Many made it to 
the trees but a few ran back to the castle." 

And here, a dark humor passes over the man's face. His tale is almost 
over, and it can only end in blood. 

"Poor, stupid bastards," he begins. "The castle couldn't protect them 
anymore. Bertha did what her people does best: broke in during the 
night. We'd met some friends on the way who told us about the secret 
passagesa€"no decent castle lacks thema€"and Bertha found one stopped 
up with stone and timber. She called in a few Gronckles, had them 
chew 'til they started biting air again. Those dumbasses ran in just 
as her band started chopping heads in the great keep." 

He shakes his head, looks at Hiccup. "Not much else to say: Bertha 
raised the banner over the keep, the enemy broke, and we watered the 
trees with blood. Then she sent the dragons to help Alvin, burn the 
Northern Alliance ships; me she loaded down with the bloody post and 
sent back here to report . " 

Hungnail falls silent, backs away from the map. Eyes, heads, and 
bodies shift in their places, and with them goes the scrutiny of an 
entire village and several disparate tribes, traveling towards the 
seated figure of the High King. 

Hiccup says nothing, still stares at the map. Inferno now losing 
motion in his hands. _They've made it then_, he thinks. Then, a 
correction: _no, we've made it. Mathantir's door is kicked open 
again. Alvin's broken their back on the north coasta€"we can do 
whatever we want up there. Bertha is picking out drapes for DunBroch 
Castle while she waters her Changewings on Loch TriAHir.^ 

Inferno is snapped back to its clasp on his leg. He tilts his head, 
catches Gobber's eye. 

_Whoever holds Loch TriAHir holds Mathantir._ 

"Gobber, " he mutters thoughtfully, "how much longer until you're done 
with those Siegebreaker carriages?" 

Spitelout leans in close to the other two men; Hiccup doesn't care, 
it's part of his uncle's job. 

"I'd say two days," the blacksmith blithely calculates. Then notices 
their faces: "Don't look at me like that, we ran short on the heavy 
braces, had to make more." 

Hiccup covers his mouth and shuts his eyes. He thinks for an 
eternity, and there's lightning beneath those eyelids when they 
open . 

"Halt all other metalwork, your priority are those braces and nothing 
else. The army will have to make do. Whatever you need, whoever you 
need, is yours on my authority. I want our Warbreakers ready for 



loading by daybreak if you have to carry them yourself." 


He stands now, looks at his people. It is a time for orders. He 
inhales, and hopes that whatever is about to jump off his tongue 
doesn't bellyflop. 

"_Ready the ships_, " a bellow that rakes claws against his throat. 
"_We make for Mathantir at morning tide._" 


4 . Blood 

**A/N: Woo, this came out faster but it was also tougher. I found it 
hard to enter these character's minds but I think it turned out okay. 

><strong> 

** Thanks to everybody who reviewed, especially Noctus Fury (and no. 
Hiccup's not invading Mathantir as merely a conqueror, but as a 
liberator. Hang on, and you'll see why.) TheWrit ingFactory , Colonel 
Pepper, PascalDragon, KonohasBlackReaper , LadyWordSmith, 

SeaFoodJagger , Yumikana (this chapter should answer your question) 
and everybody else who took the time to put in a kind or critical 
word. ** 

**From the last chapter, a lot of people expressed concern about your 
favorite Scots from _Brave_. Without giving too much away, I will say 
this: ** 

**1) Yes, it's the DunBroch of _Brave_. However the events of _Brave_ 
and _0f State_ are not the same. Things ... didn ' t quite work 
out . ** 

**2) This story is set several hundred years after Queen Eleanor was 
turned into a bear.** 

**3) Readers will see two characters from _Brave_. ** 

**I'm bumping up the rating due to the events described below. Don't 
worry, there's only so far I'll go.** 

**Once again, fave as you like, but 

please-please-please-please-please review. Reviews soothe my 
headaches and runner's knee.** 

~k ~k ~k 


><p><strong><strong> 

**0f State** 

Chapter 3 
Blood 

In the early dawn, Snotlout honestly isn't very impressed by Radvo . 
The nine docks are long and sturdy, but rough, tilted in some places, 
haphazardly reinforced in others. There's several boats tied to these 
docks, small and large, in various conditions of repair. . They lead 
up to a claustrophobic pile of creaky warehouses and shacks. 



squatting beside dirt covered trails and half-heartedly cobbled 
streets. This early, the pathways host a few yawning Uttlanders 
bending over locks, wandering towards their boats, cracking their 
spines and looking outa€ | 

The rowers give a fierce grunt and the longboats fairly _leap_ 
forward, Snotlout braces himself against the bow and its 
dragonheada€"the sign of a Viking vessel come to make war. There are 
ten of them in the first wave, with handpicked crews and the Army of 
Nordri ' s Arrows' fiercest warriors as their burden. Snotlout is among 
them because that is the place of the head of a warband, and he's as 
bold ad brawny as they comea€"but his first mission here isn't the 
stuff of sagas, and he's strangely aware of it. Stranger still, he 
accepts it; no one ever wrote a tale or a song about clearing an 
enemy's dockyards. The _important_ stuff comes with the second 
wavea€"_then_ it will be time to bring more glory to the Jorgensen 
name . 

He turns his head, shouts: "Ready yourselves!" In answer blades sing 
and leather creaks, war's orchestra tuning for this morning's 
performance. Snotlout ignores his sword, reaches over his shoulder, 
pulls his warhammer free of its strapping and twirls it once, 
reintroducing the weapon to its wielding hand. His left grabs a 
shield bearing a Monstrous Nightmarea€"the only one he can bring 
along. High King's orders. 

_No dragons; they won't understand any more than Dagur or maybe Drago 
did. Dump your prisoners, take the city, and make our demands, but 
leave Hookfang on the ship._ 

It's an inconvenient order, but Snotlout couldn't talk him out of it. 
Nor, as time passed, could he really say it was a _terrible _idea, 
despite his habitual stubbornness where his desires or tasks were 
concerned. He'd ignored Hiccup before, of course. But that was before 
he was Chief. Or King. When he'd only just begun to really think of 
Hiccup as _family_, as an heir to (in Snotlout 's unyielding opinion) 
the toughest collection of kickass Vikings ever to put on a horned 
helmet and dare somebody to laugh. 

A final lunge, the dragonhead on the bow seeming to strain for the 
town itself, a thick beam wrapped in knotted hemp passes by and he 
seizes on with his shield-carrying arm, swinging up and landing with 
heavy stomps. He looks about, sees the other longships sidle along 
the docks, or beach against the slipways, and with a threatening 
chorus the Vikings return to mainland Europa. 

Snotlout is the first off the docks, shoves aside a bewildered and 
bewhiskered Uttlander with his shield, wordlessly directs a pair of 
warriors into a hulking edifice with his hammer, and storms into an 
open fish market. Startled men and women in dirty aprons and 
clutching scale-riddled, slimy knives stare at him and the war party 
that flows around him. Bigger men and women push them, seize the 
knives, pick up some mackerel, and carry their blades further into 
the city. 

He stopsa€"unbelievably _stops_a€"and watches the people disappear 
down streets and into alleyways, hears the crashing of wood, shocked 
screams and curses, and the battle cries of the second wave as they 
reach the docks. Snotlout wants to grin, forces it down as he turns 
his head to see the men he'd ordered into the building on the docks. 



clutching a balding man in a white smock and leggings. 

He asks: "The harbormaster?" 

"Yes, sir, just where he was said to be, " replies one of the men, 
musclebound and blonde and hoping to get some clobbering in before 
tea time. 

The Uttlander is muscleda€"dockworkers , as a rule, generally 
area€"but he hangs like a wet sock between his home's invaders. Now 
Snotlout notices a spreading shiner on the man's left eye and he 
_does_ grin, trying to give one of the cruelest smirks he consciously 
can . 

"_Erlend_, " he barks, looks around. "Where's the Uttland guy?" 

Another order: Erlenda€"the first lieutenant to break on 
Dredgara€"was to show them Radvo, then go free under parole with 
_most _of his personal possessions and an ultimatum. It was generous 
for an enemy, but now he had served the United Norse Kingdom and 
Snotlout was the last man to deny rewards to an honest workera€"at 
least, he'd felt that way since Thorstonton. 

The Uttlander in question is hustled up by his wiry minder, a Viking 
with less than impressive arm size but who can skewer a grape at one 
hundred paces. Erlend is a doleful face emerging out of an oversized 
and grotesquely colored woolen shirt, looking unhappily about him and 
cringing from the screaming and shattering glass echoing through the 
streets . 

Snotlout doesn't have time to deal with the man's breaking heart: 
"Where's the auction house? The square?" 

Erlend raises his hand, points in a resigned manner. "Two blocks up 
that way, there'll be a stage fora€"" he glances about himself, 
taking in the river of momentarily repressed violence flowing past 
him, "a€"for the prisoners. There'll be a big building, with bars and 
guards. That's probably where people are being kept." 

"Then that's where I want to be," Snotlout says, and gestures in the 
direction Erlend has indicated. "Mind your steps, boys, don't slip on 
the blood . " 

_And it is all about blood, _ he muses as he trots down the lane. They 
pass rows of houses and shops, all in various states of sacking. A 
window shatters in front of them, giving way to a scratchy-looking 
bag that releases a cloud of white on impact with the dirty street. 
From within, a braying voice vows to beat the distance. Another two 
buildings up, a young shieldmaiden and a male warrior lug a 
finely-finished table out of a house. "It's a big city," he tells her 
reassuringly, "we're sure to find some chairs that'll go with 
it . " 

"What about dinnerware?" 

The man looks bewildered. "What's wrong with the set Mum gave 
us?" 


She shakes her head. "No, no, that's too nice. We'll save it for 
special occasions. I want a set for everyday use." 



"Oh," the husband brightened. "Not a bad idea. Let's go somewhere 
else though; I already broke all the plates over that bugger's 
head . " 

As they turn a corner a column of armored humanity brushes past 
(politely, of course) and charges through the square, in which there 
is indeed a tall platform of sanded wood, placed opposing their 
entry, before a large structure that in more civilized __Viking_ 
settlements would be a fantastic feasting hall. Several notches and a 
lever indicate that among other possible utilizations it can serve as 
a gallows. 

Behind the platform, Snotlout can see the barn-like doors yawning 
open, hear shouts and cries from within the blackness, sharp metallic 
_clang_s of edged Gronckle Iron meeting the petty links forged on the 
mainland. A particularly angry barka€""Hoy! Get back here! "a€"rises 
above the other noise and from the darkness emerges a small 
blubbering man, dressed in fine dull red and well-stitched boots, 
rings flashing on pumping, sweaty hands and a silver encrusted sheath 
sparking on his belt. He obviously hasn't had to run in several 
years, but Snotlout has to give the man credit: he's not letting that 
stop him. 

What _does _stop him is a warhammer, twirled in a Viking warlord's 
hand and hurled with admirable accuracy as the Uttlander runs around 
the corner of the platform. The hammer meets the man's face with a 
meaty cracking sound, like from a chicken bone still attached to the 
meat. His hands fly out and his feet kick upwards as he collapses in 
the usual center of his business. The hammer spins as it falls beside 
him. A large, fleshy shieldmaiden with an axe stowed in her shield 
stomps out of the barn, looks around, sees the fallen Uttlander and 
Snotlout beyond him, and walks over with the face of someone who has 
been given a wholly unnecessary chore. She kneels by the man, slaps 
his face, leans her ear close to his mouth, thena€"looking 
sat isf ieda€"she wipes her hand on the expensive shirt before picking 
up the hammer and trotting over to Snotlout. 

"Still alive, sir, " she reports and presents him with the hammer, 
handle up. 

"Shoot," he says, accepting his weapon with a nod of thanks. "That 
means he has to be fed. Wait, _does_ he?" Hiccup's orders again. 
Certain people to be seized. Not prisoners; hostages? No, 

_examples_. 

"'Fraid so. Lord," she gestures to the great building before 
continuing. "He was in there, making an inspection when we broke the 
locks. I had a man on him but _he_ has hayfever. We were all too busy 
cutting chains when he sneezed, and this whorish goat's son took a 
chance . " 

"Go easy on the poor guya€"no, not _this_ guy, hayfever guy! Could 
happen to anyone," Snotout leans over, looks the wretch over. There's 
blood oozing from nose and lips and both eyes are beginning to take 
on an ugly color. "Good catch; even if he isn't a dealer he'll still 
be big around here. Erlend, do you recognize him?" 

Erlend steps a little closer, tilts his head, studies the man now 
groaning on the ground, and shakes his head. Snotlout shrugs; they 
have a rich captive, who cares what his name is? 



"Chain him up there," he points at the platform-gallows. "That's 
where we'll put _all _of them. You're in charge of them, 
understand? " 

"Yes, Lord," the shieldmaiden isn't entirely pleased for having 
caught her commander's eye: there's a city ripe for looting and she's 
scrounging up chains. 

But Spitelout has taught his son how to use plunder. "For this, 
you'll get a share from each man's house," he thinks, makes the 
calculation. "How about two sheep or their equal?" 

It works, she's beaming. The shieldmaiden salutes with her weapon, 
then hurries into the auction house, mouth full of orders. Its then 
that Snotlout notices the people in rags, sackcloth. _His _people. 
They've been wandering out of the awful building, blinking in the 
still new sunlight, looking around in confusion and growing 
excitement. Broken chains trail behind thema€"_have to sack a smithy 
for tools_a€"and they're thin, but not _too_ thin. Muscles are still 
there, hands twitch as warriors pass by with swords and axes once 
held by these restored freemen. _Instant reinforcement s_, but they'll 
need a good stew, a few cups of mead, and weapons before they can 
rejoin the fight. But no, that's all wrong: _helmets _first. 

"Lord Snotlout." 

A*sketill Hofferson, all quiet competence and clinking armor, no 
hairs out of place around that painfully familiar headband but blood 
has been sprayed on his shield. Snotlout 's not entirely sure what 
he's doing herea€"not _here_ as in Radvo, where he was ordered to by 
their liege lord, but _here_ as in with Snotlout, instead of at the 
head of his own brigades. But he is where he is and Snotlout was 
quick to learn that war doesn't leave much time to ponder over 
others' strange stations. 

"A*sketill, how's it going, man? Are the walls ours?" Radvo is 
circled by wallsa€"not terribly tall ones, nor particularly 
intimidating, and it's so old and the city has had so many masters 
with various depths of interest in its repair that it's patched with 
rock, cut stone, and wooden barriers. But whatever its state, it is 
there and it can keep invaders outa€"and Radvoans in. It had to be 
the first thing seized on the mainland. 

"They are, lord; the gates are barred from the inside, and we're 
looking for weaknesses right now." An annoying thing about walls, 
they had holes. Holes for smugglers, children with wholly unoriginal 
ideas of defiance, forbidden lovers, and curious members of the 
rodent family. Snotlout was pleased: he didn't want Uttish heroes and 
hearts being warmed during Radvo ' s occupation. 

He pulls A*sketill close, hisses: "Were you seen?" And smirks in 
approval and relief when his deputy shakes his head. A*sketill's 
party are the only ones to ride dragons today. 

The sun continues to climb. By now word is surely moving like the 
wind, invisible but still able to stir up people like a pile of dry 
leaves. He has an errand to run; A*sketill can handle the rest. 

"I have some personal business to take care of," he tells the man. 



"I'll be taking this guy"a€"he thrusts a thumb at Erlenda€""and a few 
others. You're in command. Put a Viking at every hole you find in 
that wall. Put the reinforcements where you want. And if anybody so 
much as throws a rock at our guys, put their head on a stick. We're 
not screwing around here, and the sooner they get that the 
better . " 

He looks around, would snap his fingers if they weren't wrapped 
around weaponry. "And get these guys some helmets." 

~k ~k ~k 

><p><em>It's all about blood. <em> 

Snotlout can count the number of times he had seen his father cry on 
one hand and still have enough left over to work a loom. He 
remembersa€"dimlya€"a time of great fever, can hear hard, chest 
squeezing coughs coming from his mother's sickbed. Little Snotlout 
had come around a corner with a pail of fresh water and found his 
father sitting at the back of their house, face pressed into mighty 
scarred and callous-hardened hands, helmet on the ground and 
shoulders shaking, whimpering out half-formed names. He was so 
shocked that he'd dropped his mother's water and Spitelout had looked 
up, shown a face that Snotlout was _ashamed__ of. For a moment, they 
had looked at each other, son bewilderingly wondering if he had to 
tell on his dad for lack of vikingness and father inhaling deeply 
through congested nostrils. Then Spitelout had wiped at his eyes, 
picked up his helmet, and strode over to sweep up his son and the 
bucket in his great arms. 

_Son, this is what happens when you love someone who's hurting_, he 
told his boy. _It doesn't mean you're weak. It means you have 
something that makes you stronger. _ 

But Snotlout didn't _quite understand, and in his honest thoughts 
he's sure he never really did until well after his mother was up and 
hurling spears at raiding dragons again. His father had never spoken 
of it, and he thought they'd had an unspoken agreement that he 
honored . 

And then one fine day he'd followed his pathetic little cousin onto 
the backs of their greatest enemies and watched in awe and surprising 
horror as Hiccup purchased a legacy with his own blood. Snotlout had 
been there, at the front of the crowd, watched his uncle crumple to 
the ground, realized suddenly that heroes existed, yesa€"of that he'd 
never had a doubta€"but they were so fragile too. They didn't come 
much more fragile than Hiccup. 

But his cousina€"his _hero_a€"was still with them. Not whole, but 
alive. They'd taken him home, tucked him into that bed, and that 
night Spitelout had reached out, gripped his son's widening shoulders 
and said that _he ' s blood, Snotlout. Remember that, no matter what 
else comes about. _ His father's words could often be drowned out by 
jealousies, by competition, by simple incomprehension of this strange 
little Viking (for that is what Hiccup is and Snotlout refuses to 
consider him anything else) . But then they'd come back as a shout, 
when Hookfang was acting odd and Hiccup would drop whatever weird and 
possibly explosive project to try and figure things out, or when 
Snotlout had become bedridden thanks to a bad day of field-testing 
and Hiccup would appear with a jar of Night Fury saliva and an armful 



of neatly written notes and pester him for hours about Nightmare 
behavior . 


And then Drago turned Toothless against Hiccup, and Stoick the Vast 
died saving his boy one last time. Snotlout remembers that blow to 
his heart, trying to will his face into stone, and seeing through 
watery eyes just how _lonely_ Hiccup had looked, watching his father 
drift into the arms of his honored ancestors. How very _small_ he 
still seemed now. 

Spitelout had been unashamed at their return, had done little but sob 
into those big hands as Snotlout sat across from him at their table. 
And as his father wept, little by little Snotlout felt his control 
weaken . 

For Spitelout had been a bastard, an unwanted seedling that Stoick 
could have well ignored but didn't. They became friends, then 
brothers instead. Stoick had fought by his side, saved his life a 
hundred times (and Spitelout had saved _his_ a hundred more) , brought 
him into the tribe's high councils, helped him marry a fine woman and 
to work a fine trade. On the day of his greatest mistake he'd sent 
Spitelout to lead an entire generation of Berkians out of danger. 
Stoick the Vast had a heart to match his frame, something Snotlout 
had taken for granted until that great heart ceased its beating, and 
when he wept with his father he finally _understood_. 

It's a big house; maybe _unreasonably_ big considering how everyone 
else seems to be living on top of each other. It has a wall around 
it, made of ill-fitting rocks that may actually be the remains of 
older houses (Snotlout is pretty sure he sees a carved eye staring at 
him) , and held together by some rough looking stuff that looked like 
dried mud. Curiously, he prods ita€"hard and rough as 
sharkskina€"wondering what his cousin would make of such a thing. 

Then he shrugs, steps back, and waves to the small but hulking group 
of men and women waiting patiently behind him. They're of the second 
wave, and each of them grips an iron stake pounded into a single 
stout length of tree trunk, tipped with spike-bristling iron plating. 
With a mighty cry they charge the thick wooden gates bearing twin 
emblems of the Northern Alliance. The first crash gouges the 
carvings, sends splinters flying. The second nearly tears the gates 
off their hinges, sends that hated symbol of the enemy bouncing to 

the ground, and invites some axes to hack at the attachment points to 

the wall. Shouts are rising in and out of the compound, and with an 
angry cheer the Vikings break into the house of Bludvist 

The house itself stands two stories tall, and bends itself into a 

corner in the huge yard enclosed by the wall. It really seems more 

like two housesa€"two equally sized buildings, connected by a heavy 
bridge-like construction that forms a portal to another part of the 
yard. More stonesa€"taken from quarries and the seaside, by the looks 
of ita€"make up the lower levels, while the higher are made from 
timbers and plaster. Gaudy pennants hang from the arch, displaying 
crests and emblems Snotlout has seen before. All of them engraved, 
encrusted, embroidered, embossed, and stamped on the sunken ships, 
pinched weapons, and torn persons hanging in a mental tally. At the 
center is the largest pennant, black and red and silver, the sword 
cleaving a dragon's head. 

_I ' 11 burn that,_ he thinks. _It'll be the first to goa€|no, no. I'll 
wrap it around the bastard _then_ set ita€"no, first we ' lla€"oops , 



time to break stuff. 


Guards, retainers, clumsily armed servants; whatever they are, they 
hurl themselves at the intruders with admirable fury but contemptible 
skill. One man swings an axe that is completely unbalanced in his 
hands. It misses Snotlout's head entirely, bringing the surprised 
wielder in a lurch behind it before he's sent flying back by the 
warhammer in the Viking General's grip. He feels a burning in his 
left arm and watches a man with gray in his beard shakily retract a 
spear, readying for another jab. Snotlout curses his inattention, 
smacks the spearblade down with the hammer, and then stomps on it 
while he swings his hammer towards the shaft, snapping it like the 
bones of an arthritic chicken. Then he swings his shield into the old 
man's right cheek, sending blood and a couple teeth spraying across 
the cobblestones. He steps over the crumpled form, mutter in 
irritation, glances down the glaring red on his shoulder. Not 
bada€"not necessarily _good_ but it was debatable whether there 'd 
even be a good scar out of it. 

He looks around himself, notes still Utts on the ground and Vikings 
on the move, shouting and beating handles and blades against 
shields . 

_It ' s all about blood. _ 

"House of Bludvist!" He's facing the house now, shouting. "I know you 
can hear me! We're here for the Bludvists! I am Snotlout Jorgenson, 
son of Spitelout Jorgenson, nephew to Stoick the Vast, chieftain and 
lord of the Hairy Hooligans of Berk and the Islands Surrounding!" 

He pauses, watches the house for movementa€"a cracked window shutter, 
an opening door, a frightened eye. 

"Bludvists, your father killed my uncle! Your father attacked my 
village! Your father murdered and enslaved our people! Your father 
spilled my family's blood, and now we will spill _yours_! " 

Something creaks, but Snotlout tries to control himself, only allows 
his eyes to dart, his head to slowly shift in a broad glower. 

"If you have _any_ honor in your veins, you will release your people 
from your service! We will let them leave with their lives but 
_nothing_ else! You and yours are _mine_, Bludvists, by Thor's help 
and Vali Odinson's blessing!" 

He looks down at his wound again. Little change, but he should tend 
to it. Hiccup thinks that quick treatment makes all the difference 
and Snotlout can't say he's wrong, so he errs on Hiccup's cautious 
side . 

"You have _three_ minutes! Anybody who doesn't come out meets the 
same fate as you Bludvists!" 

Snotlout turns back towards the Vikings, beckons a 
sergeant-shieldmaiden closera€"Eydis , if he remembers right. He 
places the hammer on the ground with only a little deliberation, 
reaches into a pouch on his belt, produces a small bottle with a cork 
he pulls out with his teeth. The bottle goes into his left hand, 
while the right accepts a dollop of Night Fury saliva, courtesy of 
Toothless (who else could it have come from?) He spreads it on the 



wound as he mutters instructions. 


"If anybody comes out, search them, take what you want, then leave 
'em. Nobody comes out, they're _all _fair game. Except for Bludvist's 
son, he's _mine_. Take the right. I'll take the left, keep your 
shields ready." 

The sergeant nods, turns and begins pointing, choosing men and women 
for the assault. Snotlout takes whoever 's left; it's not like 
choosing teams for a game of bashball back home, no dregs, just a 
group of pissed and battle-hungry Vikings. 

Eydis is muttering orders and her chosen string themselves out along 
the full length of the right wing, crouching by doors they find. The 
rest reassemble by their leader, shields out. Snotlout waves his 
group on to do the same, secures his hammer into a loop on his belt, 
and draws a sword of shining Gronckle Iron. Nothing can be left to 
chance now: they've been in town too long, the battle cries and 
screams should have carried. If Drago's bastards were smarta€"even 
using Drago's level of base cunninga€"they would have run to rally 
somewhere else, or barricaded themselves in. But Snotlout gambles on 
pride and its cultivation of stubbornnessa€"a mix partially 
responsible for Berk's three century long stand against their 
draconic enemy (the other part was a refusal to get back on the damn 
boats again with Siebert the Malodorous and his eight sons with 
similar epithets.) If Snotlout were a Bludvist, he knows what he 
would do. And how much difference was there between a Bludvist and 
the Snotlout that hadn't ridden Hookfang? 

He glances at the sun, wonders if it's been three minutes yet. 
_Probably_. Hiccup's been complaining about sun dials (too big) and 
hourglasses (inconvenient, likely inaccurate, and leaky) for years. 

To his credit, when he complains about a problem like that he tends 
to try to fix it. In a way it's admirable. In another way, it's a 
series of good life lessons for Hiccup and his neighbors. 

A shrug, then he tenses his legs and throws his shoulder against the 
door. The other Vikings join him, send the obstacle crashing to a 
f loora€"something screams beneath the door, squirms, and swords 
pierce the wood at the cracks and end the squealing. They scramble up 
in a wide room with stairs leading to the second level and two 
hallways leading elsewhere, lined with more pennants and a Monstrous 
Nightmare's skull hanging over a low table, almost like an altar. A 
smooth wooden bowl sits between two enticingly shiny candlesticks. 
Snotlout looks in, breathes in harshly and feels his teeth grind at 
the pile of tiny bones and black-horned skulls mixed in with jagged 
egg shells. 

_No mercy. Fine by me._ 

"Bring me Bludvists, " he snarls. "Young Bludvists, old Bludvists, if 
they're lame, carry them; if they're nursing, bring the wet-nurse 
too. Just _bring them to me_. " He's shouting at the end and he isn't 
finished. He throws his head back and _roars._ "_Bludvists! Come out, 
damn you, it's time for a reckoning !_" 

Warriors are storming through the hallways now, adding their own 
terrible rancora€"they see the bowl, find more skulls, and being 
Vikings, their response is to hit things. Only cowards take pride in 
defeating the defenseless and Vikings _hate_ cowards. 



And there's a surprising amount of those here. Snotlout rips down 
tapestries and kicks aside rugs in search of doors, knocks over 
exotically painted vases, throws open cabinets to pull out linens of 
silk and cotton and toss them on the floor and out windows, flips 
dishes out of other cases to the ground. He throws open a door and 
finds it full of _food, _stacked cheeses, curtains of garlic, and 
several jugs lined up on the shelves, probably filled with wine. 
Cabinets along the walls he pulls open, thrusts his sword into bags 
of flours and potatoes, snatches up a loaf of some strangely dark 
bread and tears off a bite, contemplating. There's crashes and thuds 
and shattering and the house moans and seems to shriek at times under 
assault from swords, axes, hammers, and hands. He swallows, tosses 
the rest of the bread away, smashes a jug out of spite, and then 
continues the search. 

He has to ascend to the second floor to find anybody. Another 
staircase stands at the other end of the house, curling upwards and 
decorated with shallow cravings of impaled, drowning, and butchered 
dragons and the cheering heroes who carried out the executions. 
Snotlout scars each panel he passes with his sword's edge. At the 
top, he reaches a hallway, looks right to see a shieldmaiden breaking 
down a door while another woman and man wait behind her with blades 
at the ready. He turns towards a door of his own, closed and 
unscarred. He makes short work of that. 

This is a man's room, he can tell _that_ immediately. A large, heavy 
bed squats upon the floor, laced with bits and pieces of dragon 
bones. An entire Terrible Terror's skeleton hangs from the ceiling 
over an armless chair with smudged pillows and a heavy table covered 
with dirty goblets and stained papers. A huge wardrobe stands at 
Snotlout 's left but what it is used for he can only imagine; shirts 
and trousers litter the floor, and he kicks aside a pair of filthy 
boots as he enters. 

Staring back at him from the bed is the cold grimace of Drago 
Bludvist. He blinks, sees the excessive waves behind the tyrant now, 
the scarred grip round a sword's handle, the serious air around the 
skewed lips and black arctic eyes. A portrait; an _ugly_ portrait of 
an ugly man. Snotlout finds himself surprised, can barely match the 
harsh attempt at dignity here with the man he remembers : hunched, 
swaggering, cruel mouth sneering in the face of Hookfang's fire, a 
slurred, acrid, and guttering voice that almost always seemed ready 
to break out in that awful howling that addled and appalled dragon 
and human alike. Drago had been a man out of the dark stories, the 
ones that kept you awake just _thinking_ and wishing Mom and Dad 
would let you burn more candles through the night. And here he is, 
apparently having sat for a portrait like he was human, just like 
Hiccup had done with his fathera€ | 

_Not Drago ' s room? If I had a face like _that_ and I had to look at 
myself when I woke up every day, I'd kill myself after a week._ 
Reflected glory, then. The son looking up to the father. This was 
Junior's room then. 

_Papers._ He heads for the desk and its chancy offerings, reaches for 
a parchment speckled with foreign liquor, and then stops. 

The creaking behind him continues as he turns, sword pointed and 
shield ready, and it continues as confusion takes over, his jaw 



growing slack. She is pretty, and was perhaps even prettier once. 
Golden curls tumble down her back to white, but patchily bruised 
thighs. Low cheekbones on a thin face, pink lips, with only a few 
long healed scars around the little ears, present a face worthy of 
dancing, shiny eyes. But those eyes were lame now, the shine clouded 
over. They were dull, staring at Snotlout without really __looking_ at 
him. They were the eyes a fish gives you from the bottom of a boat. 

She wears a long white tunic, clasped up the front, clean and simply 
embroidered with red flowers and golden bees, which she is now 
actively trying to remove despite the restraining hands of another 
womana€"no, girl, fifteen if a daya€"behind her. _This_ child is 
dressed morea€ | extensively , with a more utilitarian tunic of cheap 
brown leather and blue wool, with blue leggings and soft brown 
leather boots. Black-haired, out of black guarded eyes _she __is 
looking at the Viking general with fear, tearfully gripping the older 
woman's shoulders as hard as her little fingers could clutch. The 
blonde has finished unlatching the clasps, is now digging hard at the 
girl's grip, and the squirming causes the loose tunic to shift, 
offering an ascendingly embarrassed Snotlout glances of white flesh 
and blue bruises. 

"Look," there's something wrong here, and he's trying to keep the 
scene in future letters and stories short, "I'm not intoa€ | you ' re 
very pretty, but, uha€ | thanks but no thanks?" 

The woman stops fighting the little hands, blinks, still staring, but 
now Snotlout thinks he sees something stirring in her empty gaze. His 
discomfort grows; despite his talk he's come across two people who 
should be bleeding their life onto the cluttered floor by now, but he 
can't get over the feeling that he's probably supposed to be 
_rescuing_ these two instead of cutting them. 

"All right, good. Now, uh, " he flounders. The sagas fail him. His 
_father _fails him. All he can think of is summoning the physician. A 
woman, he remembers (_hopes_) . Maybe she (if Thor and Sif truly like 
him) can take over thisa€ | whatever it is. 

"Now," he begins, "just put on youra€|uh, well, your _everything_, 
and just have a seat." He waves the sword helplessly around the room, 
vaguely towards the bed or the chair. "I'm just going to have some 
people come up anda€ i " 

The scream cuts him off, and the blonde tears herself from the other 
girl, throws herself at a shocked Snotlout, wrapping thin, smelly 
fingers around his neck and toppling them both to the floor. Stunned, 
he releases the sword and wraps his hand around her wrist. There's no 
emptiness in her eyes, directly over his own. There's a fire there, 
an angry one; the kind that burns forests and houses that had never 
done them any harm. And there's words in her screams now, which 
Snotlout can pluck out between the surprised gasps and the choking 
beneath her 
hands . 

"_NononononoIdon ' twanttodoit Iwon ' tdoitagainanythingelseanythingelsenon 
onoa€ | 

The other girl is suddenly there, crying for somebody named Linn to 
_stop it please stop it_. He's stronger than her, he _has _to be, and 
yet he can barely work his thick fingers under hers and feebly push 
against her grip. Then there's a banging and the pressure is off his 



throat . 


Snotlout coughs, likes it enough to do so for almost a minute as he 
rolls to his side, and pushes himself off the floor. A hand comes 
into view, one of the shieldmaidens he'd seen earlier. He grabs 
callused fingers, is pulled upright, and he can finally look. The 
other two Vikings have the womana€"_Linn_, he supposesa€"in their 
grasp, still shrieking, eyes bulging and almost spinning. The girl is 
off to the side, hands over her mouth, horror in her eyes. He looks 
at her, coughs again, and points out the door. 

"Get her out of here, " he rasps, another cough ready to choke off his 
words. "Don't hurt her, justa€ | just get her out of here." 

They wrestle the woman out the door, past a slowly gathering knot of 
curious warriors. Snotlout turns to the girl, then remembers 
something, marches to the door. 

"_And tie her shirt closed!_ We might be Vikings but we're _classy_ 
Vikings, dammit." 

Without waiting for an acknowledgmenta€"they ' re good guys, the Army 
of Nordri ' s Arrows, not to worrya€"he turns back towards the girl. He 
studies her for a moment; she's pretty, about to tumble 
head-over-heels into beautiful, if he guesses right. Sharp nosed, but 
not too big, with high cheekbones and the guarded eyes that are still 
shiny with tears. She lowers her hands with uncertainty, and the 
wailing of her friend fades, and for a moment there's a lot of 
Vikings and silencea€"unusual. 

And short lived: "Mind telling me what the _Hel_ that was?" 

The girl jumps a bit, but Snotlout doesn't feel very 
apologetic . 

"Linn isa€|" she begins, licking her lips, glancing around her. "She 
is the personal slave to our lord Dalibor, son of our highest lord 
Drago Bludvist, scourge of dragonkind anda€ | " 

"Eel chum," Snotlout snorts, "Drago 's _dead_, girlie." 

She stops and blinks at him. Looks around at the Norse faces staring 
at her, waiting. 

"Dead?" The question is soft, wondering, almosta€| confused. 

"_Yes_, " he says impatiently. It had taken a while to hammer that 
fact into Drago ' s troops when they'd showed up at Berk after their 
master's death, ill prepared to find a tribe of free and cranky 
Vikings and their vastly expanded flock ready for battle. When they'd 
started the long march north, both enemy and ally alike were still 
stupefied that Drago could actually _die_. Things like Drago just 
skulked in caves and ate passing children until they felt better. 
Nevertheless, he's had to repeat it more than once and like everybody 
who is asked a question more than once he got pretty fed up with it 
after the first three islands. 

"Dead, " she says softly again, and Snotlout steps a little closer 
before she continues. "Linn is Lord Dalibor 's personal slave. She 
served him there, " the girl points at the bed, "and she was to serve 



him at his pleasureaC | and that of his friends." 

_Thor's teeth_. He was thick but he could see what that could mean. 
And that hair color, that namea€ 

"Where did she come from?" His tone is cold, because he felt 
it . 

"From the sea," the girl shrugged. "Nobody told me anything more. My 
place was the kitchen, nothing else." 

_From the sea_. Sure, sure. A foreigner. A slave. Chain her to a 
bedpost for Drago's spawn, that's as much she could hope for. It's 
impossible for his anger to growa€"it's so swollen alreadya€"but he 
adds Linn's indignity to the list of Bludvist sins. 

"And you? Are you a slave too?" 

"_No_, " she says, with a touch of offense. It's the wrong way to say 
it, and she realizes it when his look hardens. "I am a Free 
Uttlander, sir, from outside the city. I came here to help my family, 
and the Bludvists hired me on." 

A "Free" Uttlander. More likely than not. A servant girl, probably 
destined to take Linn's place when Dalibor tired of his bed slave; 
that's the way of Bludvists. 

"And where's your master? Where's Dalibor?" 

She spreads her hands helplessly, "Men came to the door earlier, sir, 
and he left with them. The steward told us to stay in the house; I 
didn't hear anything else until you arrived." 

Snotlout rounds on the audience of Vikings. "One of you sound an 
alarm: tighten the seals and search every street, every house, and 
every asscrack. Burn stuff, take hostages, I don't care, but _Dalibor 
Bludvist must be found_. And you," he turns back to the girl, pauses. 
"Uh, sorry, didn't catch your name." 

"Lyudmila," she says immediately. 

"Okay, Lyudmila, here's what's going to happen: you've been helpful, 
so I am going to A: let you live, and B: let you keep your 
stuff . " 

She cringes a bit and Snotlout wonders why; he's being very generous. 
It's perfectly obvious to the other Vikings too, because the 
shieldmaiden is patting her on the head and the others are nodding in 
approval and muttering what a good girl she is. 

"The rest, " he continues, waving a hand that encompasses 
_everything_, "belongs to High King Hiccup, as payment on the 
Bludvists' blood debt. We'll take all of their bounty and cook dinner 
on their house this evening. Then all of Radvo and the rest of 
Uttland will start chipping in to make good with us" 

Lyudmila's eyes widen, she looks around as if the flames are snapping 
up now, ready to bury her beneath blackened timbers and 
ashes . 



"Buta€|but, sir, I _live_ herea€"on the grounds. Where am I supposed 
to go tonight? Or tomorrow?" 

Snotlout sighs and places his arm around her thin shoulders. 
Situations like this is one of those things they warn you about in 
war class. 

"Sorry about thata€"really , I am. But you have to understand, ” he 
places a hand on his chest, "Drago Bludvist picked a fight with 
Vikings. And when people start messing with us, we burn their houses 
down. It's justa€ | I dunno, tradition. It's the way things are, and it 
seems to work pretty well too. Besides, look at these guys," he nods 
towards the bearded and armored warriors around them. "They came all 
this way to torch Drago ' s house. How can I say no to those 
faces ? " 

The Vikings beam the look of innocent eagerness that only the most 
hardhearted could dismiss. Lyudmila still seems to have trepidations, 
but she (not impolitely) leaves his side, squeezes past the soldiers, 
and disappears down the hallway. Snotlout doesn't stop her; even if 
Lyudmila the farm-come-servant girl were inclined to mischief, the 
house, the neighborhood, and the city are full of Viking warriors, 
the least of whom could snap the girl like a dry twig. 

He turns to the wardrobe, starts pawing through it, but his heart 
isn't in it. Furs he's never felta€"_seen _a€"before are flung to the 
floor. He hears clinking in one of them, and pulls out a few copper 
pieces; he's never heard of anyone for whom money meant so little 
that he could simply leave it in another piece of clothing and it 
makes him hate the Bludvists a little more. 

Pocketing the coins, he orders everything of wortha€"splendid and 
mundane alikea€"tied up and taken back to the docks, and the dead 
servants brought inside. No burials, they can burn with their 
master's house. The dragon bones he'll bury at sea, after a priest 
asks the gods for strength to avenge them, of course. Living and 
flying with dragons encouraged a philosophical view of the beasts' 
lifestyle, and no Berkian is prepared to condone their mindless 
slaughter any more. 

He looks at the papers again. "Bring Erlend here," he says to no one 
in particular. Even so, he shortly looks up from the table to see the 
Uttlander, tall and freshly bloodstained Eydis behind 
him . 

"Dalibor's gone," he tells them. 

"I'd heard," Eydis replies hoarsely. "We found his 
mother . " 

"Really?" Snotlout looks around. Only shieldmaidens . 

"She wanted to fight," Eydis says tightly. "We fought." 

_There_ was a path that only went one way. _Damn_. Snotlout had hoped 
for a complete set for the party later. 

"Was she hot?" 


Eydis looks troubled 


"A little olda€"just a litt lea€"buta€ ! yes . 



We're all very perplexed." 


"What is it with these Utt women?" Snotlout asks the ceiling. 

_Astrid_ he could understand; he couldn't blame her for taking up 
with Hiccup, she wasn't that far from being so brainy herself and his 
cousin ad a lot going for him. Even Ruffnut and Fishlegs made a 
little sense somehow. But he'd met and smelled Drago and how a guy 
like that could not only get a girlfriend but a _wife_ is beyond his 
admittedly poor comprehension. 

Eydis shakes her head, "It gets worse. He had _another _woman, in 
house no less . " 

"Thor's kneecap, you serious?" 

"Think so. We found another room, nice bed, 

_Disgust ing ._ "What the hel did they see in him?" 

Eydis shrugs, "Beats me; some of the lads are going to talk a priest 
about it. See if anything in the Mysteries covers it." 

Snotlout scoffs in amazed contempt; the sooner they can start the 
fires the better. He turns to Erlend, gestures to the papers. 

"I can't read these; what do they say?" 

Erlend reaches down, picks up a handful of papers, reads for a 
moment. "These are letters," he says finally. "Addressed to Drago. 
Looks like housekeeping for some farmland he owns down south." 

"How _far_ south?" Snotlout is supposed to keep to Radvo, but he 
could probably spare a raiding party. 

But Erlend shakes his head and says, "Gerovnik. That's some hundreds 
of miles from here; _very_ good land. All the farmers keep their 
deeds as close as children; I'm surprised he managed to get so much 
as a tree stump." He looks around the room, his face implying he was 
getting an idea of exactly how it happened. Then he reaches for more 
papers. "It seemsa€ i okay , this is Dalibor writing in his father's 
place, approving the sale of 'two men for field work'." He looks 
around the table, flipping through the sheets, until he finds what 
he's looking for. "Here's the original letter of intent. Names and 
all." 

Snotlout snatches the page and examines it. Not a damn thing makes 
sense . 

"Gather 'em up and look for more," he tosses the letter back with its 
brothers. "Make a list." 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>The day waxes, wanes, and Radvo shudders. Vikings are everywhere: 
shouting, snarling, stabbing, swinging, slicing, punching, kicking, 
<em>taking<em> . Snotlout sits in the auction square, a barrel of some 
odd but refreshing amber liguor beside him and a tankard of the stuff 
sitting on a dark table. A trail of loot piled atop carts, wagons, 
hefty animals, and Viking backs is shuffling past under his judicious 
eye. Every now and then arguments erupt over a fine bolt of silk or a 



scattered set of goblets, and he points to the disagreeable Vikings 
and has them brought over, tries to settle quarrels. Sometimes his 
patience fails and he just ends up taking the disputed treasure, 
saying that orphans can have it. _That_ sends them off in shamed 
separation; it's half the reason they came at all. 

Other Vikings come bearing less pretty things. Snotlout can hear the 
clinking of chains, the frightened whispers, and the sobbing behind 
him. It's the latter that irritates him most: what right do these men 
have to blubber after selling more stalwart Norsemen and women into 
demeaning servitude? He turns, and his heated stare quiets the city 
elders and merchants, except for a few barely stifled sniffles. 
They're all dressed in some manner of ruined finery, and arrived at 
the square much poorer then they'd started out. Red burns and creases 
mark where necklaces and bands were torn away, a few men arrive with 
bleeding hands, stumps of fingers where stubborn rings would _not 
come off_ until they were given no choice in the matter. Their 
captors rip up good clothing and shove it at the Radvoans for 
bandages. Every coin offered in bribe is pocketed and the same hand 
then attaches a shackle or a biting length of chain. 

Hea€"Snot louta€"demonstrably ignores pleas with his turned back, 
nurses the strange drink somebody found in a pub. It's amber, foamy, 
tastes something like bread, and he drinks it from one of Drago ' s 
fancy mugs (not so fancy anymore, with the little Nadder's skull torn 
off and tossed into the flames.) 

Evening creeps in, but the sky in the direction of Bludvist's house 
shows no sign of pure darkness. It burns well, especially for a 
house, and the Vikings are throwing in whichever doesn't tickle their 
interest. On top of the growing ash heaps of unreadable books and 
broken furniture are piled shovelfuls of offal, pennants, canvas from 
the marketplaces and boats that nobody wants, icons from the local 
temples; the Vikings have turned Snotlout 's modest vengeance into a 
celebration of their resentments and sorrows. 

Someone approaches, stops by his side. He looks up into the face of 
the shieldmaiden given charge of the wretches behind him. He produces 
another goblet, offers it to her. She takes it and makes her report 
as she finds the barrel and works the tap. 

"We've found them all, or at least every one who mattered who was 
here this morning, " she sniffs the foam contemplatively, takes a sip, 
and then a mouthful. "Had to encourage some of the locals to point a 
few out; bastards thought they could throw a few rags on and go 
around peasant-like. Others didn't need encouragement." 

"Huh, really?" Interesting. 

"Yeah; must owe the whoresons money. That's another thing too: all 
the important people are men here." 

"Seriously? "a€"she nodsa€""Huh, " he says again. More weird things 
about the mainland. _Viking_ women held battle lines and homesteads 
with equal fierceness. All the hands that had raised swords against 
his troops had been male. The Utts shoved their women into closets, 
cellars, down privy holes, beneath rags, into barrels and refuse 
bins, to keep them safe. 

_You can't even save yourselves. _ He'd like to say this to the men 
behind him, but then he'd have to give them what Hiccup called 



"context" and Snotlout came here to jab, not to jaw. Besides, all the 
women here are cringing, shrieking little creatures who could barely 
lift a dagger. As far as he's concerned, they can shiver in their 
closets and latrines until the occupation ends. Fewer mouths to feed, 
and those hiding places are very amiable to locks. 

Snotlout tips his head back and drains his cup, then stands. It's 
time to fulfill Hiccup's orders, put a boot on Uttland's back and 
_press_, take back what was taken, with interest. He turns towards 
the platform, eyes the captives critically. This may be more 
difficult than he thought; he doesn't know which ones are the 
richest, or most powerful, and therefore has the most value. It 
doesn't seem quite right to deal with the elders first, they might 
just die off soon enough anyway. No point in relying on method; a 
random choice will do. After all, his _first_ pick isn't there, so it 
matters little now. 

And that brings weight to his gut and heat to the back of his neck. 
The Jorgensons have never liked failure, on principle. It's the 
reason they've always taken the seasonal games almost as seriously as 
battle; they hang the trophies from both on the same wall (and 
sometimes lose track of just which has been won uprooting trees or 
heads.) It's half familial pride, and half preparation for the 
battlefield, where the stakes are higher but the skills are similar 
and Snotlout enjoys his personal record, the battles won on land and 
waves, the enemies slain, the liberated countrymen, and the honors 
from his liege lord and cousin. And here he is, on the enemy's soil, 
in what __must_ be their greatest city, having brought the war they 
had started back to their homes. His people's dead and the enslaved 
demand an answer and he _will_ have them. By Odin, Thor, and Vali 
he'll have them and return bearing new lives for his new country. But 
he'll always have that hole in his honor, and he'll simply have to 
live with it . 

_Will Hiccup be angry?_ Probably not. He'd done so much damage 
growing up and suffered enough angry disappointment that he can't 
bring himself to do the same to othersa€ | so long as they'd meant well 
and make their apologies, of course. Snotlout doesn't have to fear 
exile or ruin; he's not even sure his cousin was aware of Snotlout 's 
suspicions, that Drago wouldn't have built so much without assuring 
his vision's immortality. It was only when he'd cornered Erlend 
himself and intensely questioned the prisoner that he'd adopted his 
own mission, within the greater action Hiccup had 
commanded . 

Snotlout doesn't _fear_ Hiccup, but he fears _for _him. Stoick's 
death shook him; Astrid's almost killed him, her funeral left him 
insensate for two days. He's not cold, but not so warm either. He 
doesn't talk of peace, makes no effort to reach out to the Northern 
Alliance; when one of the generals doesn't take prisoners, he makes 
no protest, only scribbles on his maps and demands more reports. 
Snotlout can appreciate it: there's been too much lost, and more 
gained, to end a war based on the thin promises of Drago ' s successors 
(better, in fact, for there to be none at all.) But he's never 
pictured Hiccup as a warlord and the whole thing kinda creeps him 
out. Better to have Hiccup using tables to put together strangely 
useful gadgets than moving pieces around a diagram of the 
archipelago . 


Behind him, chatter begins to rise, but he drifts on the gently 



flowing reflective waters in his head, pays the noise little heed. He 
knows Hiccup wanted something besides a head from this operation, but 
such a gift would have offered more blessings than the mere 
termination of an ugly bloodline. If Dalibor has left the citya€"and 
Snotlout _sighs_ because _of course he's left the city_a€"then he is 
out of their hands unless the hunter-tracker dragons are brought in, 
and he can't do that without completely disobeying Hiccup's orders, 
and he isn't prepared to do that without good cause: he's lost at 
least nine eyebrows doing that, and they're a bitch to grow back. But 
Dalibor has the Bludvist blood, and that obviously means something to 
the Utts. He's fled now, but he could well return in plenty of 
companya€ | 

There's laughter now, and he can hear the padding of leather boots 
coming across the stones. Disgusted, he tisks and bends towards the 
barrel, pours out another mugful of the stuff a€"_what did they call 
it, stout_a€"and thinks. If they bring an army he's confident of his 
chances: there's nobody on his rolls who _isn't_ a veteran, and they 
all came equipped. His fleet controls the waters of the only good 
harbor for hundreds of miles. _0h yeah,_ and they command a flying 
army of massive firebreathing, acid spitting, boiled-water-spewing, 
old-growth tree snapping _dragons_. Yes, they could hold Radvo . Hel, 
take down enough Utts and they could make raids on rest of the stupid 
country, and oh, _yes_, he and Hookfang would snatch up that damned 
Dalibor right from the grasp of his own forces and take him back to 
Radvo or maybe even Berk. Or perhaps they would just drop him from a 
mile up. 

But what if Dalibor doesn't oblige him? Just hides somewhere in the 
mountains to the south until Uttland's debts are settled and comes 
back yapping about vengeance against dragons _and_ Vikings? Thor's 
left nut, that would mean another war, and this time they probably 
wouldn't be so confused and spiritless. Maybe he _should_ just bring 
in the dragons; he could shave his eyebrows off beforehand, get the 
replacements started early. 

He's trying to remember where his shaving knife is when someone taps 
his shoulder and says, "Hey, Boss, we got ’im." 

"Yeah? Whozzat?" He starts patting his belt; maybe he'd stuck it in 
there this morning. 

"Y'know, what ' s-his-f ace, Drago ' s kid." 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>Dalibor Bludvist is not very pretty, and Snotlout can't see how 
the absence of blood from nose and lip would improve things. His face 
is thinner than his father's, the lips thinner. But there's a 
meanness about the narrow black eyes eyes and mouth, ready to either 
ignore or chortle at the suffering of fellow mena€"or dragonsa€"that 
is very much Drago ' s . His hair too is tied back in dreadlocks, 
collected into a ponytail that springs from his neck like a rooster's 
feathers. There's no beard, but there was one once, connected to a 
moustache if the spotty patches along his jawline are anything to go 
by. Dalibor's shorter than his father, but he's muscled and inherited 
his father's harsh raspa€"sounding more like it should be coming from 
beneath a bridge than out of a human throat. <p> 

His dress is what really sets him apart, as in a _dress_, not simply 



a term to describe his current choice of clothing. It's white and 
loose, with big sleeves to hide his bulk. A red patterned apron over 
this cinches the dress at his waist. Over all this is a frenziedly 
patterned long vest that should probably hang to a _woman ' s_ knees 
but on _Dalibor _it strains to reach past his waist. A rather nice 
and long shawla€"white again with embroidered branches and apple 
blossomsa€"hangs around his neck, apparently ripped off his head and 
undone when he was discovered with a group of other Utts when they 
lingered for too long near a previously "unknown" gate in the city 
walls and were accosted by suspicious guards, one of whom had been a 
Berkian who had spent Drago's attack staring hatefully at the brute's 
face and wishing he hadn't left his crossbow at home. 

Now there's three spearheads at his neck, here at the top of the 
stagea€"no, _gallows_a€"and his big hands are fettered behind his 
back. He kneels down, his eyes facing the planks, surrounded by 
Viking warriors and doomed Utt elders, illuminated by a hundred 
torches and lanterns fetched from the fleet standing offshore. 
Snotlout paces before them all, staring out at the crowd assembled at 
spearpoint, meeting doleful and frightened gazes. Babies are gripped 
harder, children's eyes are covered to avoid evil, and husbands 
putting on a show stare back. _I have a show of my own._ 

"We didn't want to come here," he begins, stops in the middle of the 
gallows, beside Dalibor Bludvist, purses his lips. "Well, maybe 
Hiccup did, " he admits, "but he wants to go _anywhere_ so that 
doesn't count. But the _point _is that we were happy where we were, 
with what we had. If you guys had sailed up wanting to shoot the 
breeze we would've broken out the good ale and had a party, but _no_. 
Didn't happen, because of _his father_. " He jabs a finger at Dalibor, 
who shifts a little, looks to the side. 

"We had no quarrel with hima€"or _you_, " he shoots that finger at the 
crowd. "He just waltzed right into a meeting of our chieftains, 
demanded a crown, and killed them because they didn't know him from 
Askr. Then he started pillaging, murdering, and enslaving _our_ 
people . " 

A faceless hero shouts: "He went to _save_ you, you ungrateful 
swine ! " 

"We didn't _need_ saving, asshole!" He looks at the herding warriors 
along the sides. "Somebody punch that guy. 

"We didn't need saving," he continues as guards wade into the 
humanity before him, "Vikings don't need others to fight our battles 
for us, unlike _some_ people. He came to loot, to conquer, and he 
decided to start with _us_. It cost him his life and now here we 
are." He waves a hand at the city, filled with looting, laughing, 
_killing_ Vikings with swords in one hand and torches in the other. 
"Remember this: _Drago_ attacked our people, _Drago_ enslaved our 
countrymen, and _Drago_ started the war that's come here. Don't blame 
_us_ for it, blame _him_. And maybe them too, " he gestures towards 
the feeble handful of Utts on the gallows. Some of them are trying to 
hide behind each other; it'd be funny and sad if Snotlout had any 
sense of humor with these mena€ | or sympathy. 

"We know, " he says, coming to the subject, "that our peoplea€"taken 
as slavesa€"had to come through Radvo . We don't know where they are, 
but that ' s not going to matter because _you _are going to bring them 



back to us . 


There's a few titters that are choked off; the heckler had only found 
two of his teeth so far. 

"They _will_ be brought back, " Snotlout suddenly hisses, in a burst 
of temper, and some in the crowd's front ranks step back into those 
behind them. "This isn't just about Radvo, it's about _all_ of 
Uttland. Everybody outside of your walls, every village or tribe or 
whatever you pissants have, is _guilty_ and back home, you wrong 
somebody and you pay for it, in coin or blood, so that's what we're 
going to do here." 

He stabs a finger out suddenly, moves it to take in all of the 
frightened mass before him. "Some of you will be chosen to go out 
with this message: every Norseman, woman, and child taken in slavery 
is to be returned here to Radvo, to be taken home. Their captors will 
give them money or goods as payment for their time here: twenty gold 
skeats, two hundred silver skeats, or whatever the _ex-_prisoner can 
carry from the household." 

Confusion at these last pronouncements. Skeats and pennies are the 
common coinage of the Archipelago, issued by the tribes big and 
sophisticated enough to have a mint (usually a newbie blacksmith's 
apprentice hunched in backrooms over tiny fires, soft metals, and 
stamping tools.) These people don't know what he's talking about, but 
Snotlout doesn't care. Let Erlend explain it, that's _his_ job, so 
Snotlout can do his own. 

"But if a captive is deada€"pray to your wussy little gods that we 
don't find too many of _those_a€"then that debt is _fifty_ gold 
skeats, _five hundred_ silver skeats, and half their livestock! And 
if _they_ don't have that kind of cash, then their villages will make 
it up! And if they don't, if our claims aren't met, then this city 
_dies_ in a month." 

Gasps, a scream, frightened whimpers, a clinking of chain as Dalibor 
lifts his head. 

"_Uttlanders_, " he cries, and Snotout turns. His face feels like it's 
been pressed into a torch. "Shut up," he hisses. Hush is already 
spreading like fog. 

"Uttlanders, " Dalibor saysa€"with a simply unacceptable _defiance_ in 
his tone. "You heard what he said, don't leta€"" Snotlout 's boot 
interrupts him, knocks him over on his side, and that same boot 
drills into his kidneys. 

"Sonof awhorebastard, " Snotlout snarls, puts his other foot into the 
man's chest, "Godsdamned swine, you think youa€"damn your blood and 
your father!" He grabs Dalibor 's neckline, hauls him up by his 
cowardice and drives a fist into the Bludvist's cheek. "No right," 
another blow splits his knuckles and Dalibor 's lips, "you have _no 
right_ to talk like that, you hear me? _No right !_ None of you do! 

Not after what you did, youa€"youa€" " _stole Hookfang_. Killed 
Stoick. Killed Astrid and gods knew how many Vikings and practically 
killed Hiccup too. 

_You took too much, I'm taking it right back. _Snotlout flings the 
man back on the dirty planks, hands trembling and bloody. Dalibor 



inhales as through a bag of marbles, turns his head and gags up a 
tooth, hacking spit and blood upon the gallowsa€ | and freezes, a 
bruised eye widening as it sees the people surrounding the scene on 
this unhappy stage. Snotlout follows the gaze and finds Lyudmilla, 
almost hidden behind a huge aproned man muttering to a neighbor. The 
girl's eyes are on her former master and a hand is pressed against 
her lips, the pose of frightened and worried womenfolk, but those 
little pools of black won't turn away. They're watchful, _waiting_. 
For what, Snotlout has no idea. 

For freedom? 

Sure, he'll go with that. 

He holds out a hand itchy with scabbing sores, waves the fingers 
towards one of the scowling brawny attendants, who scowls a _little_ 
less as he pulls from his back a heavy axa€"finely made, of stout oak 
wrapped in goat leather and topped with brilliant Gronckle Iron, with 
the metal's namesake pressed into the twin bladesa€"and presses this 
into Snotlout 's waiting grasp. He takes it gladly in both hands, 
feels the stern wood beneath his fingers, and knows the debt is 
almost settled. He moves, steps over the prone body of Dalibor, son 
of Drago Bludvist, sends the watching Vikings and prisoners back, 
almost to the empty air around the gallows. It's a good ax, strong in 
handle and sharp as an angry child's words. 

Snotlout looks up, takes in all of burning, beat-upon Radvo and its 
fearful people before him. He doesn't know their history, but 
imagines that if they had ever felt safe from him and his before, 
they never would again. 

"Those who are chosen, " he tells the Utts, and Uttland, "will carry a 
token of our sincerity." 

The ax is twisted upright, and raised. Snotlout closes his eyes and 
sees Uncle Stoick dying a Viking's death, feels warm scales beneath 
his palms and arms, smells the warm cleanliness of the pines round a 
wedding's clearing, tastes the first black mead of a shield-brother, 
hears the cracking of a burning ship. 

They're heavy, these memories: they bring the ax down. 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>Fabian Meling, it is said around Arendelle City, has the finest 
home and office furniture for the rougher sex at his shopa€"Meling ' s 
Fine Furniture and Adornments for Gent lemena€"on Queen Idunn's Vei. 
Within it are a wide variety of heavy pieces roughly carved out of 
Arendellan Pine, imported oak, and selected bits of animal anatomy. 
Here, one can find upholstered chairs for the smoking room with 
warranties against cigar burns and spontaneous human combustion (at 
the insistence of the strangest lawyer in the world) , tables thick 
enough for animal butchery while elegant enough for the Sun Day 
luncheon with the High Priest, racks for several weeks' worth of 
morning and evening newspapers, and massive desks large enough to 
pull smaller ones into orbit. Across the street is Meling' s Fine 
Furniture and Adornments for Ladies, owned by Thora Meling, which 
carries soft chaise lounges and benches, tiny chairs shaped by bent 
metal with big cushions sold with equally tiny tables for the garden, 
golden birdcages, and vanities so small and elegant they could be 



easily carried by the daintiest miniature horse. <p> 


Princess Anna pushes the door to Fabian's store open, causing the 
attached bell to tinkle charmingly. It tinkles again as it 
shutsa€|and again as she opens it. After a brief experiment in which 
she tries to work her sister's Royal Anthem out of the bell, she 
abandons the door and _skips_ past a collection of rugged chairs, 
sofas, and a pair of men wearing tailed jackets who are secretly 
relieved that they no longer have to make each other think that they 
know anything at all about the markets in Holtsdam. Behind Anna 
waddles a chimerical collection of snow, coal, branches, and a 
crooked but clean carrot, a patch of inclement weather in tow. His 
heads rotates in a decidedly inhuman fashion so that his large eyes 
can take in these new wonders. 

She's a vision of the now waning summer, her hair tied in trailing 
braids, pale green and yellow in her dress and shirt, shiny little 
boots tapping a happy cadence on Meling's floor. The two gentlemen 
watch her turn like a ballerina and land in a large red overstuffed 
chair, then bounce on it. 

"Olaf?" she sings out. "What do you think of this one?" 

The snowman waddles over, sounding like a school path in December. He 
tilts his head at the cushion, which reaches his comestible snout, 
and launches himself at it, scrabbling with his skinny at the fabric 
until he manages to heft roughly half of himself upon the seat beside 
Anna. He rights himself, turns around, and then watches his lower 
third embark on a journey of discovery that involves bumping into the 
shop's wares and a clerk that just emerged from behind a display of 
headboards. The tiny blizzard discharges another cloud, which drifts 
over to the wandering legs . 

"Pretty nice, " Olaf finally says, patting the cushion beneath him. 
"Even without a butt it's nice and comfy. Really nice and smart of 
them to think of the buttless when they make these." 

"Yeah, it _feels_ right, but I don't know about the color," Anna says 
thoughtfully and bounces up, dress flowing like a silk flag. She 
marches over to snatch up Olaf's buttocks, giving the clerk a smile 
that would burn fog away, and reunites the two halves of the snowman 
and the shred of mystical weather. The clerk flees somewhere past the 
office desks. 

"What's wrong with the color?" Olaf heaves himself across the seat, 
dropping onto his buttocks and becoming complete once more. 

"Dunno, " Anna shrugs as she looks around, braids flying, "but 
Kristoff and red don't seem to work for me." 

"_This_ is red?" Olaf says in awe, spinning his head around to 
examine the chair again. The princess ignores thata€"she has a job to 
doa€"and immediately begins bouncing on a low-backed leather creation 
framed in by exquisite carvings. After a moment of fully absorbing 
this newest wonder, Olaf's head completes a circle and he waddles 
over, where Anna sweeps him up and puts him to aiding her 
bounces . 

Fabian Meling comes hurrying over, clerk in tow. He's a small but 
stout man, dressed neatly and cleanly, with a gold chain hanging from 



a green vest. Another, bigger man follows, dressed for a workshop 
save an apron and bearing crumbs on his chest. They all stop to take 
in the sight of a royal princess of Arendelle and her little (pet, 
friend, escort?) snowman caroming on chairs, and Meling puts his 
hands together to advance cautiously while the other fellow turns and 
mutters something about the other guys having to see this. 

Master Meling is no stranger to his nation's royal familya€"for years 
he and his wife have held royal warrants, building cribs, beds, and 
chairs for King Agdar V, Queen Idunn, and the little princesses. But 
the royal family these days understandably leans towards more 
feminine styles, and he honestly had never expected to see anyone 
above the rank of chamberlain in _his_ establishment, but 
nowa€ | 

"Your Royal Highness," he says; a safe beginning. Her attention lands 
on him like a flower pot and produces a similar effect. He bows, also 
safe. "Fabian Meling, Miss. Your visit is a great honor to us." As if 
to punctuate that, the clerk finally remembers to bow as well. 

When they look up again. Her Royal Highness and Olaf have moved to 
another chair and begun their routine again. Anna remembers enough of 
her manners to say, "It's a _really_ nice store!" 

"Thank you. Miss, " Meling replies, staring at the snowman as hea€"it? 
No, "he" is safer, with that voicea€"bounces on hand-worked leather. 
He glances at his chairs, the rugs that mark the aisles, and the 
polished wood floor beneath; not a drop of water to be seen and he 
reflects that this Queena€"his third monarcha€"has no shortage of 
surprises. "Appearances are a part of this business, but we try to 
always match ours with quality in our goods." 

"Good, good!" Anna and 01afa€"fast becoming prosa€"move to another 
chair. Begin bouncing. Workmen are coming out of the back, stop at a 
respectful distance, and starea€"an act with flexible levels of 
respectability, depending on context. 

Meling waits, uncertain. He glances at the windows of the shop: no 
crowds, just Arendellans passing in complete ignorance of what was 
going on inside. His wife is nowhere to be seen, a lamentable fact, 
but there's also no escort, which means the Princess is wandering 
around town on her own again. No one to protect hera€"which twists 
Meling 's gut, as a father and a Queen's mana€"but also no one to 
check her impulses. 

"May we help you in any way. Miss?" 

"I'm. Looking. For. A. Chair!" She makes a final bounce and jumps up, 
looking for yet another chair. 

"A chair, " he repeats as she walks past him to an overstuffed blue 
candidate. Obviousness stuns. He turns, tries to suppress his 
salesman's habit sa€"the ground is all wet sand herea€"speaks to the 
young princess. "A chair for yourself. Miss? Forgive me, but you may 
not find our stock to your liking, "a€"a shocking admission for any 
shopowner but an honest onea€""but I'm certain my wife can provide 
something to Your Highness's taste. She is just across the street and 
if you likea€"" 

"Oh, no, no," Anna shakes her head. "Not for me, it's for 



Kristof f ! " 

Ah. 

Princess Anna is _beaming_, that special look that makes the observer 
feel as if they have just eaten something buttery. "He's been looking 
at houses and I'm helping him," she blinked and pursed her lips. 
"Well, I _have_ been helping him. Elsa said he can take one of the 
crown's houses, which are all really nice, but he's so _picky_. Like, 
there's this one place that had a really _awesome_ basement with lots 
of room for stuff, I mean _you ' d_ take a big basement, wouldn't 
you? " 

"_I_ would," said one of the workmen, suddenly under studious gaze. 
"What? I got a pool table." 

"Right," Anna continues. "So _he_ says 'I don't have that much stuff 
to put in a basement ', "a€"her impression of Kristoff Bjorgman is 
horrible, but then her voice was never built for thata€""as if that 
isn't just _half_ of what you can do with a basement. So then we go 
to this cute little cottage by a creek which is _adorable_ but the 
stable is missing a few planks and tiles and obviously Sven can't 
live there, but then he says no townhouses because he and Sven can't 
be parted. Which is okay, but then he says he doesn't want to live 
next to Blomfeld Stables because all the horses there hate Sven 
because of something he calls the 'Rocking Chair Incident.' Then he 
says he can't talk about it because he and the stable owner promised 
to take it to their graves." 

This is all a little beyond Master Meling, who manages to say, "It's 
always a difficult process. Highness." Then Anna starts up 
again . 

"He won't take anything by the Agrabahan consulate because they're 
always after him for deals on ice. He won't take rooms in the 
marketplaces because it feels like the fish are always looking at 
him. And he won't even step into anything designed by Franz Garry; 
says he's a 'pompous blowhard who's only praised because the 
architecture critics don't have to actually live in his 
houses . ' " 

"Everyone has their prejudices. Miss, especially where housing is 
concerned," Meling is tactful; he leaves out his own homicidal rage 
towards one of Europa ' s most exciting architects. "I take it Master 
Bjorgman has found his new lodgings?" 

Anna nods, still beaming, "It's his first housea€"well , maybe not his 
_first_ first 'cause he told me that his familya€"" she pauses, eyes 
widening, smile becoming brittle, "a€"had a house! So he's not _not_ 
in his first house but..." she blinks. "I had a point somewhere, 
right ? " 

Meling grabs at this like a rope over a crevasse, "Is Master Bjorgman 
in need of furnishings. Princess Anna?" 

"Yes," Anna's stabs at the air with a dainty finger. "He _so_ 
is!" 

"In that case. Your Royal Highness, we're at your service. Klaus, 
turns to his clerk, "Klaus, bring out our samples collection for 


he 



Princess Anna to review, and everyone else back to the workshop, 
you're still on the clock. We build everything to order. Miss," he 
tells her, "All to your specifications. Now, what sort of chair does 
Master Bjorgman require?" 

Anna looks at Olaf, who grins, which is less than helpful. Oaf grins 
at gravel. "a€|a big one?" Her hands come together, fingers dancing 
like a flipped beetle. "He's a big guy. That's why I was bouncing on 
the chairs . " 

Melinga€"politely , always politelya€"eyes her like a kindergartner 
that wandered into an astronomical mathematics class at the Institute 
for the Unutterably Gifted. 

Anna rolls _her_ eyes like a teacher at said IUG, "I don't weigh as 
much as he does? So I figured I could get an idea of his comfort zone 
if I just added up all the weight of my sitting down several times, " 
she pauses and adds sheepishly, "Also, it's really fun." 

"It sure is!" Olaf a€"having abandoned the chairs after Anna started 
talkinga€"expresses his opinion in mid-rise on a bed teeming with 
antlers and horns, disparate body parts showing air between them as 
he heads upward. 

"I see," Meling says (safe, safe.) Klaus approaches, struggling with 
a heavy collection of fabrics and leather pieces bound into a single 
thick book, which Meling takes with no acknowledgement to gravity and 
opens with a licked finger. "Well, no need to go to such lengths. 
Highness, if Master Bjorgman will simply come here we can take 
measurements and build accordingly. It won't even take five 
minutes . " 

"Really, " Anna asks, pinching a corner of the book to pull it over 
for her own examination, "for everything?" 

Meling pauses in the middle of turning a page. "Everything, 

Highness?" Careful tones; can't get too excited. Unseemly. 

"Yeah, he needs everything, " Anna says, looking thoughtfully at a 
bolt of red with embroidered gold vines. "Kristoff's been living in 
tents and inns, all he's got is a knapsack and a sleda€|and Sven but 
you can't sleep on a reindeer. I've tried." 

"So we area€"g" Meling is on the verge of a large commission that is 
interrupted by the hurried boots of a young, gangly workman emerging 
from the back, eyes wide but taking in only Princess Anna. The store 
owner frowns and is about to say something when the young man stops 
ten feet away and removes a kerchief, tied around his head to absorb 
the sweat, holding it in both hands as nervously as if he were in 
court . 

"Begging your pardon. Your Highness, Master Meling, " he dips his chin 
down deeply to Anna, less so to Meling, "but you should know. 
Princess: Bern just came in, says the Queen's banners just came 
around the bend of the highway." 

The sun rises in Anna's face, 

"Waita€ | Elsa ' s back?" 


"Elsa's back!" Then her brow furrows. 



><p><em>Elsa ' s back.<em> 

Anna's apologies are long faded behind her as she dances between 
merchants, diners, and shoppers, all clustering along the street, 
preparing for that instinctive crowd 'round a pretty exciting thing. 
Olaf huffs behind hera€"not so much out of straining lungs but 
because it seems the thing to doa€"t riggering brief screeches when 
his powder meets flesh. Anna raises her eyes to the highway sloping 
down from a breach in the mountainsides. Yes, there's the lancers 
with their pennants in front, atop their coursers. Immediately behind 
is the Queen's standard-bearer, Arendelle's golden crocus against 
purple and green swaying from the footsteps of the horse. Then two 
more of the Queen's mounted guard, preceding the black and gilded 
coach with the royal arms painted on the doors . 

_Elsa ' s _back . 

Anna squeezes between two brawny, stained deliverymen, baskets of 
bread and carrots in their hands, murmuring about the early return of 
their Queen. 


"a€"even got the banners up, " says the bread man, in embarrassed 
disappointment . 

>"She'll think nobody missed her," the carrot carrier replied in the 
same tone. "Those palace guys really should have said something; our 
flag's at the cleaners. "<p> 

_Anna ' s _missed her; missed her for too long to be happy and content 
having to miss her again, even if it was for only a month. There's a 
gap therea€"not between her and Elsa, but in their _lives_ that only 
time can make up for. The deficit is too large, and Anna wants to 
collect her share so badly. Kristoff helps, in his way, but she can 
see that he understandsa€"having lived so long without them, he'd die 
without the ones who call him family. Anna only really felt alive 
again when her sister spoke to her again. 

The royal train marches into Arendelle City, residents line up along 
the route to stare, to talk, to wave, maybe catch a gleam of their 
young, admittedly peculiar, but lovely and gentle Queen. There's no 
flags, all packed into closets or the cleaners, but Anna can _feel 
_that undercurrent, the underlying flow of her people's feeling. 

It bursts then, with a hoarsely shouted "Long live the Queen!" _That_ 
cheer is taken up all along the road, the names of Elsa, Odin, and 
Freya added for flavor. The coach nears and Anna knows what must be 
done. She dashes from the crowd, making a beeline for the carriage. 
Olaf squawks and waddles rapidly after the Princess. 

There's a guard trotting beside her sister's window, leaning towards 
it, and when he notices _someone_ galloping towards the Queen's 
conveyance he immediately reaches for his swordaC | until he notices 
that _someone_ is not just _anyone_ and brings that hand up in 
salute, wearing a strained smile. He canters a short distance away, 
so that Anna can alight on the carriage's sturdy step, grab the 
windowsill and practically scream in her bewildered sister's 
face . 


Elsa . 



"Welcome home!" 


Elsa, at times, bares a certain resemblance to the exotic, adorable, 
endangered but helpful creatures that the adventurers in Anna's 
favorite serials sometimes encounter in ruined but magnificent 
grottos. It can be seen now in her sharp breath and her wide eyes, 
her jump at Anna's exclamation. 

"Anna!" she finally blurts out. It's a gasp of relief and a greeting 
at once, and Elsa presents a small smile with every promise of 
growtha€ | until Anna begins trying to heave herself through the 
window. "What area€"no, Anna, stop that!" Elsa grabs hold of the 
strap above her head, stands up in the shaking coach, stumbles over 
to her sister. 

"I'm just trying to get in," Anna pouts, as she lifts a knee. 

"Not through the window, not in a _skirt_, " Elsa hisses back, holding 
up a slender hand. _No further_. "Use the door, " she says, and Anna 
lowers her leg, pulls her body back through the window, and looks 
down. Pulls the latch. 

"Not _now_, " Elsa wails as the door swings open and Anna swings with 
it, clutching the sill more dearly now. Olaf yelps and jigs below, 
his arms sticking straight up and offering their doubtful assistance 
(Olaf's arms are not known for load-bearing qualities.) Anna's legs 
flail a little in the air, but eventually she kicks out and makes 
contact with the step beneath the open door. Thus anchored, she 
squirms around the door, reaches for the edges of the opening, finds 
instead her sister's milky hand and is pulled within to the cheers 
and laughter of the watching crowds. The snowman grabs the step and 
pulls himself up, and Elsa's hands find him too, sweep him into a 
tight hug. Out of nowhere a cold blast slams the door shut. 

Anna pushes aside papers, sits with a flourish and grins at her 
sistera€"really looks at her. Elsa's as white as the moon, almost 
glowing, and her eyes are somewhat unattractively bulging now, 
staring at something beyond Anna's knees. From her tight grip around 
Olaf's middle she's wearing one of her tailored dresses, rather than 
something conjured. A sop to worried seamstresses that their work was 
neither wanting nor unwanted. And they _do_ their best for Elsa, who 
Anna suspects can pull off Royal Majesty in clogs and 
oilskins . 

"_Anna_, " it's that stressed-out-big-sister-legal-guardian tone and 
Anna immediately takes on a look of abashment. Elsa's eyes are big 
and looking now at her, a tic trembling in her right eye. "Why does 
everything have to be soa€ |_heroic_ with you? We're fine, 
lieutenant," she tells the guardsman's face in the window, "Get on 
your way." He pulls away, goes trotting off. 

Anna watches hima€"he ' s leaving the caravan. "Where's he 
going? " 

"The Storting, " Elsa says dully, twitching her face upwards to avoid 
Olaf's carrot as he turns to officially greet her. She gives him a 
fragile smile, says in a brighter tone: "Hello, Olaf." 

"Elsa!" Olaf's arms reverse their polarity, "fingers" and "elbows" 
bending where a human's couldn't and wrapping around her belly. 



"Welcome back! Did you bring me anything?" 

Anna giggles and Elsa shoots her a look, a corner of her lip 
threatening to crawl up her cheek. 

"I take it," she says, relaxing her grip on Olaf _just_ a little, 
"you've been filling his head with expectations?" 

"I just told him about all the stuff we get from the other 
provinces," Anna shrugs. "_He ' s_ the one who decided you were on a 
long shopping trip. It made more sense to him then you having to go 
out and shake babies and kiss hands." 

"We need to talk before you go out again, " Elsa says dryly, but she 
looks almost ready to giggle. A vast improvement over how Anna found 
her . 

Gods of hearth and home, Anna had _missed__ her. The castle without 
Elsa was surprisingly very much like a castle _with _Elsaa€"locked in 
her rooms, speaking only to tell Anna to leave. First every day, then 
every week, every holiday, every birthdaya€ | 

"I'm glad you're back," Anna tells her very truthfully. 

"Thank you," and Elsa's smile shrinks a tad. 

"Me too," Olaf says, almost poking out his maker's eye when he looks 
up. "I've been wondering when you'd be back." 

"Every day," Anna adds. 

"Kristoff can get pretty huffy," Olaf tells Elsa. 

"That's true, especially when he's asked the same question twelve 
times in a row," Anna supplies. 

Elsa gently sets their snowman on the cushion beside her, runs pale 
fingers through his cloud. Her smile continues to fade, she's 
thinking, and Anna knows they have a problem. She's not _sure _how 
big a problem they have, though. Elsa is as brilliant as beautiful, 
but she has also spent over a decade sitting in rooms where there was 
little else to do but figure out ways everything can go down the 
crapper. Little things can get to her, such as when she discovered 
that some functionary had misspelled the name of the Third Secretary 
for the Elbonian Embassy on his place setting at the diplomatic 
banquet following her coronation. Shredded treaties and war were only 
averted by the Third Secretary's sense of humora€ | and lifelong 
illiteracy . 

Elsa can't help it; heirs are generally pressured to be perfect, but 
few live under the impression that imperfection means death. 

This has to be handled delicately: Elsa conserves ideas of Anna's 
f ragilitya€"such habits are not easily discardeda€"and she'll try to 
keep this bottled and stoppered. Only speak to the ministers and 
advisers but not to her sister, her best friend. Not the person who 
saved her life and crown. Yes, subtlety and cunning are called for. 
Her tutors have worked for many years to prepare her for situations 
such as this. 



"So what's wrong?" asks Anna. Her tutors are a frustrated 
group . 


Elsa raises her face again, worries a lip. Then she turns and gives 
her shy smile to the crowd, giving a graceful wave. 

"Elsa?" 

"Smile and wave, Anna," Elsa says, her teeth barely moving. "I don't 
want people to worry." 

Anna obeys, beams out at the people, and waves her hand like she's 
just seen a beloved friend step off a ship and look around. Olaf 
pulls an arm off so that both limbs are working in the confined 
space . 

"I'm sorry," Elsa says through her smile. "I really am. Have there 
been any strange ships lately?" 

_As strange as that question?_ "Strange how?" 

"Oh, you know, " Elsa shrugs as she waves a little more forcefully, 
"You know: strange bows, strange sterns, strange names, strange 
sails, strange sailors." 

"Kai told me once that all sailors are strange; that's why they have 
to be sailors," Anna says. "But, no, nothing weirder than usual. 

Elsa, what happeneda€" ? " 

Something _awful_ happened, Anna, and I've been scared and when _I'm_ 
scared people are f righteneda€" " her smile tightens, "a€"for more 
reasons than one. We've spent the last week riding for home and 
making uproars everywhere; I knew we might beat the news here but I 
wish it hadn't. It's selfish, but Kai said once that when you spread 
the problem around you can find more solutions." 

Elsa is contorting with her speech, trying to bend away from actually 
_talking_. It's an old tactic, used whenever they'd accidentally bump 
into each other in a hallway or the library during those lonely 
thirteen years. But those years were over. _She ' d promised. _ 

"What problem?" 

Elsa glances over, surprised at the angry disappointment in that 
question, and Anna can _see_ it now: that blemish, that cloud of 
_fear_ glooming her sister's brilliant sapphire eyes. Goosebumps rise 
on Anna's arms and she shivers. 

Elsa notices, cringes. "Sorry, sorry," she says, pulls back on her 
influence. Warmth returns from its brief recess as she continues, 

"I'm sorry, I justa€ | I don't know _how_ to a fight a war, Anna." 

~k ~k ~k 


><p>You have to be careful with Elsa.<p> 

Well, perhaps it's not really a matter of "have" because such a word 
implies that you might do something contrary to being careful with 
Elsa out of curiosity and spite. Anna can't really see that happening 
(there's Hans, of course but every rule has an exception and in any 



case there's lots of things wrong with Hans) . A better phrase might 
be, you _are_ careful with Elsa. There is no real choice in the 
matter. Anna handles Elsa at times like one would handle a wet 
shivering puppy: with warm hands and soft words, and an underlying 
suspicion (and firm agreement) that ideas of dropping said puppy or 
using it for target practice will result in the gods giving you 
magically regenerating organs and a massive ghoul that runs a 
catering business. 

So Anna takes Elsa's hand and listens. All the way to the castle gate 
she listens, leans in closer when they alight from the coach and Elsa 
has to whisper because she's afraid of upsetting the servants (who 
area€"in all honestya€"a fairly jaded bunch after years of Anna's 
bikes and dirt and Elsa's occasional private ice storms), and open 
stops listening because Elsa is instructing Kai to prepare the 
council room. Then she tilts her head in again all the way up the 
stairs and past her rooms to a now happily unlocked door, where Olaf 
goes wandering off because he has no ears and can't eavesdrop very 
well. Also, he saw a butterfly. 

All this time, Anna holds on to that hand, only parts when Elsa has 
to shed her traveling dress, and weave her favorite gown out of snow 
and magic. What she's heard so far has been with Elsa for the better 
part of a week, and one of the things she newly knows about her 
sister is that for all those years no one was really _listening_, and 
Anna was once one of those people too. 

Elsa's room is still new territory to Anna, even now after her sister 
had opened her life and arms to her. Surprisingly, there's less of 
her sister's beloved cool azures and periwinkles on the walls and 
floor, these being dominated by rugs and paper of shades of purple 
lilac. She was even more surprised at howa€ | cluttered was not 
correct, but _full_ was not wrong either. A small white vanity with 
arched mirrors sits beside the door of her closet and toiletries. On 
its other side, near the window, is a secretary's desk, also painted 
white and dotted with abstract facsimiles of mysterious blossoms. A 
heavy bookcase broods beside her door, packed tightly with histories, 
economic and political treatises, biographies (Anna can recognize the 
names of several of their grandfathers and grandmothers on those) , 
and a crisp set of encyclopedias. On the lower shelves, bookmarked 
and wrinkled in the middle, are the sort of things Anna stacks on her 
nightstand: _Ego and Envy_ by Austin, Deckens ' s _A Yuletime Carol_, 
_The Queen of the Golden and Silver Rivers_, old, faithful friends 
all . 

Queen Elsa is bent over the vanity, dipping her hands into a white 
ceramic bowl painted with lilacs, rubbing water over her face. From 
her recumbent seat on the bed, Anna wonders why; Elsa seems to repel 
dirt, the opposite of her younger sister, who once sent two maids 
running in terror just by coming in for lunch, one fine day. But 
dirty or not, Elsa runs her wet hands across eyes and cheeks, looks 
at herself in the mirrors. 

Looks at Anna. 

And Anna sends her a smile, through the fluttering black wings in her 
belly . 

_The Vikings, Anna. They've come back._ 



Anna was never an accomplished studenta€"it ' s no secret, she'll admit 
it to your facea€"but some of the histories stay with her, as they 
should. They're the story of her family, the foundation of their 
inheritance, which squats so cumbersomely across Elsa's back and 
Anna's arms, as they support her sister. It's a story of glorious 
battle, of amazing conquest, of a people shepherded into a greater 
family, a prosperous, bountiful village occupied by the likes of 
Corona, Tomainia, Avalon, Weselton, and the Southern Isles. 

_So maybe everything didn't quite work out._ 

Elsa glances at the clock atop her desk, a stylized crocus supporting 
a clock face and barometer, and says, "It's time." 

She stands erect, takes a deep breath, and looks over at her sister. 
Anna stands up, flits over, grasps _her_ sister's hands and 
squeezes . 

_It ' s fine. _ 

_You'll be amazing, like you always are._ 

A small smile flutters across that pale face. The squeeze is returned 
by cool fingers. 

_Thank you._ 

_Here goes nothing. _ 

The hands part, the door opens, and they leave Elsa's room. In the 
corridors the sunlight leaves Elsa's dress in scattered, dizzying 
sprays and sparks. They pass the odd suit of armor, paintings of 
landscapes and the occasional lord, lady, or princeling whose 
greatest service to their monarch was to cover up a spot where an 
insect was slapped. 

They pass their parents' old bedroom, Elsa sparing a glimpse from the 
corner of her eye while Anna takes in the great doors with both 
peepers . 

"Why didn't youa€"" 

"It never felt right," Elsa says, eyes forward. "I'm fine where I 


"Could I have it, then?" 

Now Elsa does turn her head, raises an eyebrow. "You? Why do you need 
such a big room?" 

"Well, _you ' re_ not using ita€ ! " 

And Elsa laughs, as gentle as the final collapse of a snowflake among 
its heaped brethren. Despite everything in the north, despite what 
Anna can only picture as a great, brooding storm, lined with hellish 
red and punctuated with lightning gathering over the Northern Seas, 
she can laugh. It's a massive improvement. 

Kai stands outside the council chamber, plump and stalwart, flappable 
only with great effort. He'd been waiting at the castle doors when 



the carriage had entered, ready to offer tea or cakes, tools of royal 
soothing, attentive to orders. His features are detached, a 
prerogative of his own small business in statecraft. But there's 
warmth in his welcome and his eyes; the senior servant in the royal 
household, one of a chosen few who attended to both little princesses 
as they had grown, maybe it was inevitable. 

"Your Majesty, Your Royal Highness, " his back bends momentarily; 
excessive for a man of his position, his years with them. "The 
council has arrived, by your command. Unfortunately, Friherrinna 
Irvoll is in HA^ysand on state business but her deputy speaks for 
her . " 

"But General Fleischer and Admiral Larsen are here?" Elsa asks. 

"The first to arrive. Majesty," Kai assures her. 

"Very good," Elsa nods to her chamberlain. He turns to the doors, 
lays gloved hands on the handles and pushes them open to the room and 
people beyond. Then he steps forward, shoulders back, hands at his 
side, and polished shoes in exact tandem. 

"Ladies and Gentlemen, " he announces, "Her Majesty Queen Elsa I of 
Arendelle and Her Royal Highness Princess Anna of Arendelle." 

Kai moves to one side, bows his head again as Elsa sweeps through the 
ingress, Anna towed after like a leaf caught in a triple-decker's 
wake. Her sister's Crown Council stands around a long table, arched 
and dipped in bows and curtsies. When they rise, it's with the clink 
of swinging metalsa€"gold chain, medals, loose eyepiecesa€"and their 
faces are familiar, friendly. 

Obedient 

Anna remembers them from the coronation, of course, but before that 
there was the Regency Council, consisting of some of these same 
worthies, who had conducted some of their business in Elsa's presence 
(awkward, stilted conferences, their future Queen still grieving and 
eager to flee, and at most five members of her government aware of 
hera€ | condition . ) There's First Minister Kristoff Bugge with his 
spectacles and midnight blue cravat ornamented by a silver snowflake 
(a popular accoutrement) . Beside him is his partner in governance, 
Jennie Lie, Treasury Minister, keeper of the kingdom's vaults, 
younger and blonder but sharp as a whip crack. Further along the 
table are High Priest Frans Harket, the speakers of parliament, 
ministers of interior and New Territories, Justice's deputy, and two 
men with loops for absent swords on their belts. 

Severe in face and body. General Gustav Fleischer wears the 
blue-topped epaulettes and four eight-pointed stars of his rank and 
the closely-trimmed white whiskers of his age. He's Arendelle 's 
foremost soldier, though he's never spilled a drop of blood 
specifically for her defense. Instead he's been abroad, loaned to 
Corona and Zeamark for their border skirmishes and one actual war, 
where he served with courage and intellect, winning the red ribbon of 
the Order of the Golden Crocus. Fleischer has taught three 
generations of Arendellan officers how to protect the Crown and the 
country it rules, raised four of his own sons for the army, 
personally handpicked members of the Royal Guard, tutored Papa and 
Elsa on military affairs, and served on the Regency Council from 



beginning to end. 


In the storm of snow and fear of her sister's final blizzard. General 
Fleischer was the reason Hans had run out to confront Elsa alone. 
Unlike her _sworn_ guards, he had no fear of a slender, trembling 
girl who had run from the Duke of _Weaseltown_ of all people. __Very 
_unlike those men, he had no inclination to choose the authority of a 
low-ranking _foreign _princeling over that of his crowned Queen. He'd 
stopped Hans and his supporters in the castle halls, demanded to 
speak with the Queen. 

Hans told him that as regent he'd been forced to arrest the Queen of 
Arendelle . 

Fleischer had replied that no regency existed with a crowned Queen in 
her own capital. 

Hans informed the general that he was a widower. Princess Anna's 
husband and heir, and that Elsa was guilty of murder. 

Fleischer asked to meet their witnesses and see proof; he also said 
Arendelle had its own parliaments, courts, and police, thank 
you . 

Hans had turned to the guards, remarked on the passing time, and 
moved that they should go on with business. 

Fleischer drew his sword, and said: "I am Her Majesty's chief 
general; if you men wish to commit treason, you will have to pass 


Hans fled. Alone. 

When Anna had heard this story, she'd hunted him down, given him a 
mighty hug and peppered his beard with kisses. He was red-faced for 
days . 

Beside him is Admiral Leif Larsen, big as a mountain and his shaggy 
red beard and hair shot through occasionally with white, dressed in a 
black double-breasted frock uniform with gold stripes on his sleeves 
and stars at the collar. He's younger than Fleischer but they bicker 
like they've known each other their whole lives. His hands are 
calloused to sharkskin, muscles annealed to the level of dockyard 
ropes, by years aboard the Royal Navy's sloops and cutters. He knows 
the waters of Arendelle better than the orcas, but his service has 
been spent chasing smugglers and the occasional confused pirate. 

Never a member of the Regency, he'd still come along mostly to act 
the unfriendly giant and chase a young princess with similar hair 
through the lower levels of the castle, grimly vowing to devour 
her . 

Behind them are young fair haired officers with infant moustaches and 
bare tunics, bearing thick stacks of bound papers and a large 
rolled-up and wrinkled sheet. Across the room. Captain Heversson of 
the Royal Guard stands at attention in this august company, shako 
humbly in hand. Two secretaries stand at the peripheries, small desks 
with quills, ink, and paper at the ready. When he sees Anna enter, 
one of them darts forward to wrestle another chair to the table. 

Kai pulls out Elsa's seat and carefully nudges it forward as she 



settles. Anna does the same, at her sister's side, smiling a thanks 
to the young secretary. The councilors seat themselves on purple 
cushions and dark wood. 

"I thank you for coming so quickly," Elsa tells them. "All of you 
will have been told the reasons for my return." 

It's as much a question as a statement and the answers are 
nods . 

"Captain Heversson will explain the event in greater detail, " Elsa 
gestures to the guardsman. "Captain, if you will pleaseaC | " 

It seems briefing a cabinet is beneath the dignity of queens. Or 
perhaps she's just tired of repeating it; she's already told Anna 
everything . 

_The smell, AnnaaC i their handsaC | and nobody knows who they are! All 
that and their families can't even say who's who._ 

Once upon a timea€"which is how all the _great_ stories of Anna's 
childhood begina€"there wasn't an Arrendelle. Well, there _was_, but 
you wouldn't know it to look at it _then_. It had no provinces, no 
great castles, no highways, no crowns. What it _did_ have was a 
villagea€"a fine, large village, to be sure, but just a village, 
nonethelessa€"and a pleasant, secure little bay that opened into a 
nice wide fjord with few islands to break your ship into splinters 
when Jan the lookout was drunk on duty _again_. What it had was a 
good solid line of brave and wise chieftains, who raided and farmed 
well and invested better. Arendelle was the envy of her brethren 
squatting along the coastline, stretching further north, and pride of 
the Viking tribes. _A pity she's so small, _ some of those admirers 
said . 

It was a thought that occurred to her chieftains, as well. 

In those days, the Viking raiders were part of life in Europa, like 
thunderstorms: you didn't know when or where they'd hit, but you knew 
when they did. Some places were so frequently hit that they'd leave 
their valuables on their beach just so they could sleep in when the 
longships arrived (a practice many Vikings found unsporting but 
grudgingly accepted out of neighborliness) . Insurers and 
gamblersa€"often sharing the rent on an of f icea€"took odds every time 
a burdened ship left port. Drinking games were built around looking 
through peepholes and sighting a particular helmet design ("Wings! 
Take a shot!") . Carpenters advertised their skill with secret 
compartments in furniture and tunnels leading outside town. Europa 
screamed, cringed, and then began shrugging; like thunderstorms. 
Vikings made a mess, but if you stepped right you only got a little 
wet. People acclimated, could not imagine how it might change. 

Anna never learned who actually imagined it. The storiesa€"the 
historya€"say that one fine day some quite daring men made their way 
to Arendelle and politely requested audience with Chief Agdar. They 
brought gold trinkets and bags of precious stones and honey-soaked 
words. _Such a fine village. You must be very proud. But isn't this 
place a little too small for you?_ 

Foreign gold arrived for foreign men, coalescing around a core of 
Agdar ' s own warriors, and an army left that friendly fjord, making 



its way by road and water to the nearest village and 

tribelandsaC i then the next nearestaC i and the next nearest after that. 
Hundreds, then thousands perished, the only outcome possible when 
Viking fights Viking for ten years. The petty chiefdoms wrestled with 
refugees, old feuds and disputes killing aborning alliances. All the 
while, Arendelle grew and her spears moved northwards until finally 
the last Viking of the last tribe stepped off the dock of the last 
independent village on the mainland, sailing to exile. 

Thus, the Kingdom of Arendelle was born and Anna's family made itself 
a crown to celebrate. King Agdar I was welcomed into the family of 
Europa, all sins forgiven with the permanent cessation of pillaging, 
a condition that fattened the continent's farmers and tradesmen. And 
everyone lived happily ever after. 

ExceptaC | 

_Don't concern yourself with _them_. Princess; what does it matter?_ 
And it seems that it really didn't matter, not when Elsa began 
disappearing into locked rooms and refused to come out for snowman 
building and bicycles and _cake_ (Anna _still_ can't believe it) and 
the only people who won't answer _why_ with changed subjects or 
cookie bribes are made of canvas and oil. She dimly remembers more 
lonely lessons, assigned readings with difficult words that Elsa 
absolutely _not_ help with; something about an invasion of Mathantir, 
strange, foggy, and half-barbaric itself; then distant islands to the 
_far _north where monsters be. _That_ is what Anna knows about the 
Viking tribes that share her and Elsa's blood. For all she knows, 
that is all anybody else knew as well. 

"I've already authorized the call for militias," Elsa says, and Anna 
returns to the present. "I also breveted Colonel BjA^rklund to 
brigadier general and given him command over our northern defenses. 
The Vadmark Foot Regiment is marching to reinforce him. I've delayed 
any other measures until consultation with this council." 

"Your Majesty, no one with any brains would have done differently, " 
Genera Fleischer rumbles when Bugge opens his mouth. 

"Agreed, " the First Minister says with a mildly reproachful look at 
the War Minister. "If I may. Your Majesty, did you issue a call upon 
entering the capital district?" 

Elsa shakes her head. "I wanted toa€ i " she pauses, Anna knows, 
because _wanted to see my little sister_ may not have sounded very 
regal. But she recovers handsomely. "I wished to avoid any panic, 
given the events surrounding mya€ | coronation. My people are still 
seeking new markets and suppliers given the severance of trade 
between this realm and Weselton, and to unilaterally declare an 
emergency after returning so unexpectedly will only make this task 
harder for them. I want to hear the thoughts of my 
councilors . " 

"Larsen and I can have orders prepared within the hour. Majesty, " 
Fleischer promises. 

"That is not the point. General, excuse me. Your Majesty, " Jennie Lie 
snaps. "Her Majesty is asking for our opinion on full 
mobilization . " 



"Precisely, " Elsa has stacked her hands on her lap, one thumb rubbing 
against a wrist. Not exactly what Anna does for full blown wrecked 
nerves, but she's watchful. 

"I have my concerns," Lie continues. "Your Majesty mentions that a 
general call up may disrupt the commerce; I can't predict what will 
occur in that instance, but there is a question of labor, " she points 
to the windows, in the general direction of the fjord. "Mobilization 
will suck up everyone from the docks, the markets, _and_ the farms, 
to say nothing of the professional guilds. Even if contracts are 
signed we'll have to rely on old men, little boys, and housewives to 
handle the freighters." 

"Parliament will be hit, too, " Bugge puts in, toying with his long 
watch chain meditatively. "I know at least two men who will have to 
report to their provincial units; there's probably more, I don't know 
how many . " 

"Perhaps they can go do some good for their country, then, " Larsen 
mutters . 

"Your concern for our efficiency heartens us. Admiral, " Halvor Juul, 
fat, deep voiced, has his chair at an angle, the better to spread his 
legs and lean his head into a chubby hand. "I know the deputies the 
First Minister mentioned, and the others. In all frankness. Your 
Majesty," Juul tells Anna's sister, his eyes on her even if his face 
isn't, "when I return to the Storting I will have to declare a 
general recess. There's a lot of men who ' ve left their spears back 
home . " 

"I had no intention of making your job harder. Master Juul," Elsa 
tells him. 

He waves a pink hand of respectful dismissal. "Larsen's right; it'll 
do no harm for them to go home and march around a bit. Give them a 
bit of perspective." Left unmentioned was that Juul was certainly not 
to be mobilized, but that was fine; Juul could only threaten an enemy 
soldier if he was falling on one. 

"The Royal Navy will also take its share, won't it. Admiral?" Lie 
aims the question at Larsen, who looks at her steadily. 

"With the Queen's decree, yes," the admiral says with the air of an 
instructor. "Our flagged merchantmen will come under naval authority, 
but I'm not going to do that." 

Lie seems pleased, in spite of the discussion's subject. 

"Really?" 

"Thank the peace," the admiral shrugs. "I don't have the officers, or 
the shipwrights, to make warships out of all our doggers and 
haulers . " 

"What _can_ you do?" Anna suddenly asks, and the councilors swing 
their heads over in surprise, as if a bird had just flown in and 
started reciting binomial theorems. That happens sometimes and she's 
learning to take it in stride; mostly she's curious to see if Admiral 
Larsen is going to want the royal yacht. Then she began to wonder if 
they had a royal yacht, and if they did would that mean she'd have to 
help out with the sails, because that would be a problem since she 



only knows maybe three knots and from what she half-remembers reading 
sailors have to know, like, ninety different knots for all kinds of 
situations and she wasn't sure that would fit in with all the math 
junk and the cello stuff. And would Kristoff want to go on ita€"well, 
of course he would, but Anna had the idea that a royal should captain 
the royal yacht and Kristoff didn't trust her sense of direction at 
_all_, which is unfair since he's been _everywhere_ and she only got 
out of the castle to attend funerals until Elsa was 
crowneda€ | 

"There are ships, " the admiral says, unflapped, "that were built with 
the help of navy or royal funds. Not a large part of our total 
tonnage but they were designed for mobilization in mind. A day or so 
and we'll have five ships added to our lines off the coast." He has 
the pride of a father whose "special move" won his son's hockey 
season . 

"Going back to the militias, " First Minister Bugge says, "General 
Fleischer, do you think a total mobilization is necessary?" 

"If you want to win a war, than _yes_, " the affirmative is so 
forceful, Bugge presses against the back of his chair. Fleischer 
regards him, then looks around the table. Clears his throat, "That 
is, if we were prepared to wage the kind of war that could remove the 
threat forever. That would require us to raise and train an invasion 
force, transport it to the Viking lands, and fight them there." 

"And we can't do that?" It's an innocent question, but Anna wanted to 
ask it . 

"I'm sorry. Your Royal Highness, but no," and oddly, he _does_ sound 
apologetic to her, and by extension her sister. Then his voice 
returns to the sternness of a parade ground, "It has been the policy 
of Her Majesty's government that my ministry operates under a 
formula: one regiment per province, supplemented by militia and 
reservists. I would not send an army made up only of one third 
professionals to attack Viking territory, even if the navy could 
provide the shipping, " he nods to Larsen, a silent acknowledgement of 
understanding. "In fact, based on Captain Heversson's report, I 
wouldn't send any troops beyond our borders at all." 

"And why is that?" Elsa leans forward, interested. 

"Because, Your Majesty, from this account of the burning ships, I can 
only surmise that we are not dealing with a single tribe, " he says, 
leaning against the great table. "This 'Northern Alliance' was 
defeated by a grand armya€"a great Viking army, of many tribes, under 
a single leadership." 

"And this is significant?" Juul asks, eyes hidden behind a meaty 
hand . 

To Anna's delight, it is Henrik KnudssA^n, the Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, who responds. He's short and squat, like an ambulatory 
potato, and has a deep, guttural voice that sounds like a refugee 
from an orchestra's brass section. 

"When you consider," KnudssA^n intones, "that up-to-now we have 
assumed that the Vikings continued their tribe-based political 
system, it is _very_ significant. Nations tend to be." 



"Isn't it a little early to be taking about a Viking _nation_?" Juul 
asks, his hand on the table now. 

KnudssA^n shrugs. "The implication is not too difficult to make. 

We've seen it before with other countries: Avalon, TomainiaaC i " 

The idea, like afternoon sunshine burning through a window, is 
starting to bother people. 

"What about Mathantir?" Bugge says, a challenge. "Nine tribes, all 
Viking, living on the same island, and ever at each other's throats; 
if anyone should have united by now, it's them." 

"It helps to have a common enemy," Fleischer returns to the 
conversation. "Drago Bludvist probably served as well as any." 

"Why should they have felt that?" Elsa interjects. 

"Majesty, he _was _a foreigner in their waters, their landsa€ i " 

"And _that_ should be reason enough to attack him?" 

Now Fleischer shrugs. "Some men are provoked merely by strange 
people. Majesty. I don't support that fact but I can't deny it's 
true . 

"Simple mathematics also enter into it," he continues. "The Northern 
Alliance had some thousands of men in its ranksa€"we ' ve never been 
able to ascertain exactly how manya€"and it would have taken an army 
of equivalent or superior strength to overcome these forces. 
Especially given the sort of weaponry BjA^rklund has reported in 
their armories." 

Elsa's lips twitch downward. "You seem to know a great deal about the 
Northern Alliance, General." 

"Policy, Your Majesty, " Fleischer bows his head. "The war ministry 
cannot afford to leave foreign armies unwatcheda€"especially one 
without a country, which is unnatural. They can't exist without each 
othera€"one inevitably forms the other." 

Anna reaches over, touches her sister's arm. Elsa looks over, eyes 
darting . 

_Queen it up, Elsa_. 
a€ | _righta€ | _ 

"General Fleischer," Elsa cuts into Bugge ' s next volley. "I'll accept 
your theory, " ending all argument on _that_. "What do you propose to 
do?" 

Fleischer signals to the aides and stands, walks over to the head of 
the table with Larsen in tow. Anna places hands on her chair's arms, 
ready to move out of the way, an action Fleischer studiously ignores 
as he marches to the other side of the queen, looking down on a 
large, unfurling map of Arendelle, her waters, her neighborsa€ | and 
the edges of that apparently cloud covered mystery land marked as 
"Here Be Dragons." 



"The good news. Majesty, is that we may well be facing a great Viking 
army, but we have the advantage of the high ground, " he draws his 
fingers across the mountains and fjords of Arendelle. "All the 
villages and fjords can be fortified. Nothing fancy, but enough to 
hold them off until Ragnarok. The militias can build forts, stockpile 
weapons, and patrol with the regulars. We can even extend the docks 
in places like Slitim and Yvensborg, extend the navy's patrol 
spheres . " 

The last is a generous gesture towards Larsen, who also leans forward 
with, "For our part, I have mentioned that there are certain ships we 
can mobilize into the fleet, and thereby support the army at its new 
outposts and fortifications. With the docks, we can increase our 
range. I think a patrol can be instituted that will be able to cover 
the right waters and give Your Majesty's forces warning of hostile 
movement . " 

In the voice of the long-range worrier, Elsa asks: "_Have _you seen 
any Viking ships nearby? Anna says the traffic has been 
normal . " 

"Not in our waters, no," Larsen assures her. "Princess Anna is 
correct about the port, and to my knowledge no one has seen them this 
far south and east in some time. Occasionally we'll spot one or two 
fishing or rowing somewhere, but they always have somewhere else to 
be. The only exception is Mathantir." He taps a large island, far to 
the west, north of Avalon, perhaps a fifteenth the size of 
Arendelle . 

_That ' s been coming up a lot lately_, Anna reflects. 

"Continental trade with the island stopped with the appearance of the 
plague twenty years ago," Larsen reminds them of the island's recent 
unhappiness. "Since then only the odd independent trader will step 
foot there; none of the larger trading houses or even the fishermen 
stop in. However, Arendellan subjects sail past there often and keep 
this government informed of odd happenings there. 

"Beginning perhaps three or four months agoa€"excuse me. Majesty, 
it's been some time since I saw these report sa€"one of our 
merchantmen noted several vessels of what the captain called 'strange 
design' in the waters off here"a€"he lightly tapped a Mathantiran 
citya€""the port of Eday. He made a drawing of some of the flags on 
them; consultations with Royal College and the war ministry confirmed 
they were Northern Alliance and Hun flags." 

_Hun?_ "I thought they were Huaxian or something, what are they doing 
in Europa?" Anna asks. 

"Not really Huaxian, Your Royal Highness, they're actually enemies," 
KnudssA^n corrects her gently, in the manner of a master tutor. "An 
easy mistake, though, and a sound question." He looks back up at 
Larsen . 

But Fleischer answers: "The Huna€"or rather a faction of the 
Huna€"have joined with the Northern Alliance. The easternmost Utts 
have a long history of trade and intermarriage with Hun nomads and 
apparently Drago heard of their prowess and sent envoys. I'm 
surprised they were able to get so many, it's a long walk from their 



lands to the Barbaric Archipelago." 


"Even further to Mathantir, " Larsen added. "However, these Huns may 
not make it back. Three days ago, another captain told us that 
approximately three hundred miles off Mathantir they encountered a 
naval battleground." 

"How'd they know that?" Anna has the same assumption of many 
landlubbers: ships sink. Period. 

Again, she's politely corrected: "One of the ships had capsized. 
Princess Anna; air still in the holds, I imagine. You see them every 
now and then; sailors call them phantom ships. As to this vessel, 
they also found some debris and canvas, with scorch marks." 

Elsa shudders and Anna tries to drag her heavy chair over discretely 
to take her hand out of sight of the councilors. If anyone notices, 
they say nothing" 

"Of course, " Larsen says loudly over the protesting racket of the 
chair's moaning legs, "it is impossible to determine what precisely 
happened, but perhaps this army that General Fleischer speaks of may 
be turning its weight to Mathantir." 

Anna takes Elsa's hand as her sister says with skeptical hope, "So 
they may not come here at all?" 

Larsen looks at Fleischer, who returns the gaze. The room grows 
still; not a challenge to the general but not complete agreement 
either . 

"It is a possibility," Fleischer allowsa€"to his credit, with little 
reluctance. "If the Vikings aim is to purge their territories of the 
Northern AllianceaC | but then, there _is_ the matter of Alvsted." He 
looks down at the map, deep in thought. Then his eyes snap to the 
Queen. "No. I can't make any predictions or promises based on our 
intelligence. Majesty." 

"Then what _can_ you do?" Elsa almost cries, clasps Anna's fingers 
tightly . 

"Fortify and drill. Majesty, as I have stated before," he replies. 

His words and his face are softening as he takes them both in. 
"However, I can promise this: if they do come, we can and _will_ 
hold. They can throw as many of themselves at us as they like, but 
we'll have the high ground and the forts and with all that all they 
will be able to do is die." 

Elsa is looking up at him, eyes large and a little frightened; Anna's 
hand begins to feel like she's dipped it into a running stream. But 
she inhales deeply, closes her eyes, says: "General Fleischer, 

Admiral Larsen, carry out your plans. Prepare the orders and I will 
sign them. First Minister, " she opens her eyes, looks at Bugge, "you 
will inform the Storting of our measures. I will be pleased to 
receive any members at their request." 

"Yes Majesty . " 

"Excuse me. Majesty," Lie speaks up, staring at General Fleischer. 

"My concerns on the economic impact stand; is there _any _possibility 



for limiting this mobilization?" 

"It seems a fair question," Elsa replies; Anna's hand is coming back 
from numbness "General Fleischer?" 

He raises a hand to his chin in thought. "I think," he says, again 
with little reluctance, "that we shall initially need our full 
allotment of men in order to build our fortifications, especially in 
places where there are no regiments or engineers. However, once these 
are completed, we should be able to man them solely with our regulars 
and reservists. I still would prefer to keep at least some militia 
companies at handa€"say, perhaps, an eighth of the total. We can 
rotate these units so that the burden isn't too great on 
them . " 

"That's acceptable," Lie deflates into a relaxed posture. "Even just 
releasing a few thousand men would have been helpful." 

"Splendid, " Bugge tugs on his gold chain, works his fingers towards 
his watch. He examines it for a moment. "If it is agreeable to Your 
Majesty, may I suggest this council disperse for the eveninga€"with 
perhaps the exception of Ministers Fleischer and Larsen herea€"and 
reconvene tomorrow morning? Parliament will have had time to digest 
this and we can discuss furthera€"" 

A soft but noticeable knock echoes from the doors behind Elsa. Kai ' s 
knock; Anna would know it anywhere. The councilors wouldn't and they 
stare at the door, waiting to discover who would have such temerity. 
White gloves push the doors open to indeed reveal the palace 
chamberlain, accompanied by what looks to be two other men behind his 
bulk. Elsa stands, twists around to see what is going on, and 
Anna-for want of better ideasa€"stands with her. 

Bugge is also standing, a little affronted at being interrupted. 

"What is this?" 

Anna feels sorry, but Kristoff Bugge has never earned the privileges 
Kai has . 

"Your Majesty," and now it's a bit scary because Kai is sounding 
apprehensive, which doesn't really suit him. "I deeply regret the 
disruption but these gentlemen say they have come from the north with 
important news. They have a letter from a Gudmund BjA^rklund of the 
Northern Rangers confirming their identities." He steps aside to 
admit two exhausted looking men, with clouds of road dust floating 
off their clothes with every step they take. One is a soldier in 
white tunic and squished kepi. The other is shorter, elderly, all 
soft white hair and skin red with exertion and age, like Father Frost 
would look like after a long day of unsuccessful 
hitchhiking . 

"Master Kun ! " Elsa cries, whirls around the chair with an 
outstretched hand. 

The soldier doesn't look any happier about the old man's condition; 
he stays silent, but follows him closely as this Kun guy gives his 
Queen a tired bow that almost ends with him toppling over. The 
soldier and Minister KnudssA j na€"everyone is out of their chairs 
nowa€"grasp him by the arms and practically carry the old man into 
Bugge ' s abandoned seat. Elsa order Kai to fetch water, brandy, and 



pillows . 


"Artem, what is all this?" RnudssA^n is as alarmed as Anna has ever 
heard him; normally, he's difficult to read, as inscrutable and 
solitary as an oyster. 

"Please excuse the theatricality. Minister, Your Majesty," he coughs. 
Kai appears with a tray bearing a single glass of cut and gold rimmed 
crystal, with two decanters containing a dark amber liquid and clear 
water. Invited, Run indicates the water and the glass is filled, 
chilled by a wave of Elsa's hand, and pressed into his trembling 
fingers. He drinks deep. 

"Thank you, thank you, much better, " Run sighs, looks up at Elsa with 
watery eyes. "Majesty, Radvo ' s been taken. By Vikings. I didn't even 
make it across the border, people are fleeing. They say"a€"he chokes 
on the wordsa€" "Drago is dead and they want their people back. And 
money. They say that if the demands aren't met within a month, Radvo 
will diea€ | and then they'll burn Uttland to ashes." 


End 
f ile . 



